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AGENT ORANGE – THE PROBLEM ENCOUNTERED IN RESEARCH

Why was the CDC Agent Orange Study canceled?
In December 1979, Congress directed the Veterans Administration, now known as the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), to conduct a large-scale epidemiologic study to determine if Agent Orange has caused health problems in Vietnam veterans.  For approximately 3 years VA and its contractor attempted to develop an adequate protocol or study design.  VA, at the suggestion of Congress, then transferred responsibility of the study to the Centers for Disease Control (CDC).

Unfortunately after several years of research, CDC found that military records were unable to identify individuals who were exposed to Agent Orange in Vietnam.  Subsequently, CDC did a special Agent Orange Validation Study to determine the feasibility of conducting the Agent Orange Study using indirect estimates of exposure to Agent Orange from military records (and self reports) and by comparing such measures with serum levels of 2,3,7,8-TCDD (dioxin).  CDC maintained that the findings of the Agent Orange Validation Study confirmed conclusively that neither military records nor veterans’ self-reports of exposure to Agent Orange can identify exposed individuals needed for a full-scale study.

A CDC advisory group, the Science Panel of the Domestic Policy Council, Agent Orange Working Group, and the Agent Orange Advisory Panel of the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment agreed to this conclusion.  Consequently, the study was canceled. Some people believe that an index of Agent Orange exposure for ground troops could still possibly be developed. 

What can be done?
VA contracted with the IOM to develop an historical exposure reconstruction model for Agent Orange.  The IOM issued a call for proposals to develop the exposure model.  Dr. Stellman at Columbia University was selected by IOM for this study.  The IOM reviewed the results, found that such a study is feasible

and in April 2003 reported to VA on the validity of the exposure reconstruction
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model.  Based on the IOM assessment of this model and other factors, VA will determine whether it provides an adequate scientific basis for large-scale epidemiologic studies in Vietnam veterans.

Who should be contacted for additional information regarding the cancellation of the CDC Agent Orange Study and the difficulties experienced in pursuing Agent Orange research?
Questions concerning the CDC Study can be directed to the National Center for Environmental Health, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Atlanta, Georgia 30333.  Other matters can be handled by the Environmental Health Clinician at the nearest VA medical center or by the Environmental Agents Service (131), Department of Veterans Affairs, 810 Vermont Avenue, N.W., Washington, DC  20420.

Where can a Veteran get additional information about Agent Orange related research and other matters?

The following Agent Orange Brief fact sheets (including the one that you are reading) are available at VA medical centers nationwide and on-line at www.va.gov/AgentOrange: A1. Agent Orange General Information; A2.Agent Orange Class Action Lawsuit; B1.Agent Orange Registry; B2.Agent Orange – Health Care Eligibility; B3.Agent Orange and VA Disability Compensation; B4.VA Information Resources on Agent Orange and Related Matters; C1.Agent Orange – The Problem Encountered in Research; C2.Agent Orange and Vietnam Related Research – VA Projects; C3.Agent Orange and Vietnam Related Research – Non-VA Projects; D1.Agent Orange and Birth Defects; D2.Agent Orange and Chloracne; D3.Agent Orange and Non-Hodgkin’s Lymphoma; D4.Agent Orange and Soft Tissue Sarcomas; D5.Agent Orange and Peripheral Neuropathy; D6.Agent Orange and Hodgkin’s Disease; D7.Agent Orange and Porphyria Cutanea Tarda; D8.Agent Orange and Multiple Myeloma; D9.Agent Orange and Respiratory Cancers; D10.Agent Orange and Prostate Cancer; D11.Agent Orange and Spina Bifida; D12.Agent Orange and Diabetes; and D13.Agent Orange and Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia.  

Also at the same Web site you will find copies of past and current issues of the “Agent Orange Review” newsletter and other items of interest.

This fact sheet was updated in August 2005 and does not include any subsequent developments.
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