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The politics behind the issue went deeper, as even Hatch’s limited legislation was met with opposition from
the Reagan Administration, concerned about the financial repercussions of compensation and the potential
opposition of the nuclear industry.
In 1990, Senator Hatch finally saw the passage of his Radiation Exposure Compensation Act (RECA). Though
this legislation was seen as a political victory for Hatch, it left exposed populations with little to celebrate.
RECA allotted compensation to individuals living or working “downwind” of the test site, workers involved in
the atmospheric weapons tests, and uranium miners, but claimants had to provide proof of exposure and
duration, establish medical condition, and -- more significantly -- were limited to certain geographical areas.
Though amended in 2000, the current Radiation Exposure Compensation Act extends only to persons able
to adequately prove, through documentation:
a.) that they lived in one of 22 approved counties in Southern Utah, Nevada, or Northern Arizona,
b.) that they lived in those counties for at least 24 months between January 21, 1954 and October
31, 1958 ORthe entire period from June 30, 1962 to July 31, 1962, and
c.) that they were diagnosed with one of the 21 approved types of primary cancer.5
This legislation becomes problematic on many levels; RECA assumes the ability to geographically limit
nuclear fallout, though the 1997 National Cancer Institute study revealed that Northern Utah received as
much or more radiation exposure as Southern Utah. In fact, studies have shown that every county in the
United States received some level of exposure to radioactive iodine 131. Furthermore, RECA disadvantages
Native Americans, children, and others who might not have access to the extensive paperwork needed to
prove residence or employment in an exposed area. Additionally, RECA does not include all of the cancers
nor any of the autoimmune diseases caused by fallout exposure.
These inadequacies have led to renewed public pressure to expand RECA, yet political resistance continues
to be a problem for Downwinders. Despite public hearings in St. George and Salt Lake City beginning in
2003, and the unanimous urging by the Utah State Legislature in 2005 to expand RECA, Congress remained
silent on the issue until last year when Idaho and Montana senators teamed up to sponsor an amendment
to expand RECA to include their respective states. Though numerous fallout studies have shown current
RECA geographical boundaries to be completely arbitrary, Utah Senators Hatch and Bennett have refused to
join this bill to extend compensation to Northern Utah. In a January 25th, 2008 letter, Senator Hatch
explained that he is waiting for “additional studies and research” and will not support expansion at this time.6
Ultimately, the history of RECA is about a power struggle between the American people and their government. My research found two main sources of power: control of information and control of the political
process. Traditionally, the government has dominated these areas, yet the public’s recent success in stopping Divine Strake – a high-explosive non-nuclear test originally scheduled for June 2, 2006 at the Nevada
Site – suggests that US citizens are not without the means to empower themselves. The key to change lies
in cultivating public awareness and fostering active participation in the political process.
By providing a chronological narrative of the Radiation Exposure Compensation Act, I hope to expose the
government’s continued reticence to accept responsibility for its actions, whether in 1958 or 2008, effectively sacrificing the health and security of its people to pursue its own agenda. Atomic victims have been
silenced by a military industrial complex and manipulated by local politicians. I believe that continued
research on RECA will ignite awareness among a new generation and ensure that this issue no longer be
ignored. In the end, the push to expand RECA is not about money. Monetary compensation does not bring
back loved ones nor restore health. It is about the government accepting responsibility for its actions,
ensuring that this kind of tragedy never happens again. It is about putting people before politics and
returning dignity to those who were robbed of it.
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“Grable”: above-ground atmospheric nuclear test conducted at the Nevada Test Site on May 25, 1953
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