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Fact Sheet: 1953 C.E. Wilson Human Use Policy 

Background 

The specter of conducting combat operations on a battlefield contaminated by the effects of atomic, 
biological and chemical weapons was the impetus for examining the need to research the biomedical 
effects of these agents on humans. Concern about not being prepared to operate in this new environment 
was the driving force behind the development of Department of Defense (DoD) human use policy in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s. The adoption of the Wilson memorandum in February 1953 was the 
culmination of years of serious debate among DoD and non-DoD medical and scientific authorities. 

Several high-level DoD panels as well as key individuals participated in the development of the DoD's 
human use policy. The Nuclear Engine for the Propulsion of Aircraft Medical Advisory Council 
(NEPNMAC), the Committee on Medical Science (CMS), the Joint Panel on the Medical Aspects of 
Atomic Warfare (JPMAAW), the Armed Forces Medical Policy Council (AFMPC, after its 
establishment in January 195 l ) ,  and the General Counsel's (GC's) office of the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense (OSD) were substantively involved in the debate on the need for a policy on the use of humans 
in experimentation. This debate began as early as 1949 and continued until Secretary of Defense C.E. 
Wilson's issuance of the policy. 

Development 

The need for a DoD-wide human use policy was highlighted initially by the 1949 NEPA project's request 
to conduct unclassified experiments on human volunteers to enable accurate predictions of the biological 
effects of radiation on the potential aircrew of a nuclear powered aircraft. This request touched off an 
intra-DoD and inter-agency debate on the need and efficacy of human radiation experimentation. 

The Atomic Energy Commission's (AEC's, a predecessor of the Department of Energy) position as stated 
by the AEC's Division of Biology and Medicine (DBM) was that human experimentation was 
unnecessary at that time and that it would cause serious repercussions from a public relations standpoint. 
The position of the JPMAAW was that while the AEC's civilian charter might not indicate a need for 
human experimentation, the DoDs special need for this biomedical information (Le., the need for 
information regarding soldiers capabilities and limitations on a contaminated battlefield) necessitated 
that human use experiments be conducted. 

Throughout 1950 the debate continued within DoD and the AEC. By early 1951, the general consensus 
was reached that human experimentation was not indicated at that time. However, by early 1952 the 
JPMAAW and the CMS began to reexamine the need for a human use policy. Although the original 
debate was initiated by a perceived need to conduct biomedical research related to ionizing radiation, the 
major impetus for developing the DoD's human use policy in 1952 came from the need to counter 
suspected Soviet advances in biological and chemical warfare. Throughout 1952 and early 1953 the 
JPMAAW, the AFMPC, the CMS and members of the GC's office drafted the Wilson memorandum. 

The Wilson Memorandum 

The final draft of the C.E. Wilson memorandum was a Top Secret document signed on 26 February 
1953. The policy espoused in the memorandum was based on the principles defined in the Nuremberg 
Code, required the written consent of the research subject, and prohibited the use of prisoners of war in 
human experimentation. This policy applied only to the use of human volunteers in the fields of atomic, 
biological and chemical warfare research. 



Implementation 

The high classification level of the Wilson Memorandum was consistent with other memorandum 
conveying information related to weapons of mass destruction, but also limited its distribution. The 
memorandum was routed to the Secretaries of the three military departments and copies were furnished 
to the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) and the Research and Development Board. Further dissemination 
varied from service to service. 

In June 1953 the Secretary of the Army General Staff notified the Army's Chief Chemical Officer and 
the Army Surgeon General of the requirements of the Wilson memorandum. A 1975 Army Inspector 
General's Report on the Use of Volunteers in Chemical Research and other evidence suggests that, 
overall, Army implementation of the Wilson human use policy was inconsistent. 

Limited documentation is available on the Air Force's implementation of the Wilson human use policy. 
The Air Force Inspector General was notified of the Wilson memorandum in March 1953, however, no 
documentary evidence has been found to indicate further distribution or implementation. 

Although there is no available evidence to indicate that the Navy disseminated the Wilson memorandum, 
by 1953 the Navy already had a long history of Secretarial approval of experimentation involving the use 
of human subjects. 

Questions remain on whether DoD components directly involved with atomic issues, such as the Armed 
Forces Special Weapons Project (AFSWP, the predecessor to the Defense Nuclear Agency and an 
organization that reported directly to the JCS) were notified of the issuance of the policy. AFSWP 
personnel were aware that a DoD human use policy had been established as early as November 1953, 
however, no indication is available that the policy was formally transmitted from OSD or implemented 
by AFSWP. 

Importance to HRE Review 

The importance of the Wilson memorandum to the on-going HRE review is that it was the first definitive 
human use policy which governed DoD use of humans in ionizing radiation experiments. The debate 
preceding the issuance of the policy and the manner the services implemented the policy are being used 
by the Advisory Committee on Human Radiation Experiments (ACHRE) as barometers to measure the 
DoDs commitment in the 1950s to safeguarding human subjects of hazardous experiments. 

ACHRE Focus on Wilson Memorandum 

For over a year the A C H E  has focused on the Wilson memorandum and its impact on DoD human use 
policy in the 1950s. The ACHRE is focusing on the issues of implementation and compliance. A clear, 
if incomplete, portrayal of the development of the memorandum has been formulated. However, because 
of the lack of supporting documentation, the portrayal of the service's implementation is not as clear. 
Questions such as whether or not contractors were intended to be bound by the parameters of the Wilson 
human use policy and whether or not research conducted in association with atmospheric nuclear 
weapons tests was covered under this policy are two key questions that have yet to be answered 
definitively. The ACHRE is leaning towards the position that contractors were bound by the human use 
policy and that the policy should have been applicable to exposures associated with atmospheric nuclear 
weapons tests. 


