Eglin site tainted
‘with dioxin traces
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Florida’s only dioxin pollution
site is a patch of land west of
Freeport where, in the 1960s,
Eglin Air Force Base tested air-
borne sprayers later used to
douse Vietnam with the defoliant
Agent Orange. .

The mile-square site lies in the
south part of Eglin’s C-52A test
range. The range is near Choctaw
Beach in south Walton County,
north of State Road 20 and about
nine miles west of Freeport.

But the level of dioxin found at
the site is “practically monexis-

tent,” according to" Sgi. Rex
Swenson of Eglin’s public affairs
office, .

“There’s no danger, that’s the
bottom line,’” Swenson said Mon-
day. “We urge the public not to
worry about this.”

Dioxin, a byproduct of her-
bicide manufacture, is known to
cause cancer in lab animals. Its
danger to humans is uncertain.
Dioxin-tainted soil in Times
Beach, Mo., and other areas has
given rise to concern — and
sometimes near-panic — about
public health.

From 1862 to 19870 Eglin
weapons engineers sprayed the
controversial Agent Orange on:
cleared sections of land within the
mile-sguare zone to test the effec-
tiveness of airborne spraying
devices, Swenson said.

Since 1972 Eglin has monitored
dioxin pollution, he said. “We
check the plants, fish, ground-
water, animals and follage at the
test zone. Since we began ... the
levels of dioxin have been
degrading and are found to be
below accepted limits ... so far
below (that) they're“practically
nongxistent.”

The Environmental Protection
Agency has sald that 1 to 2 parts
dioxin per billion in a glven water -
or soil sample is acceptable, ac-
cording to Swenson.

1At the test site we're not talk-
ing about large amounts, we're
talking about trace elements ...
traces of dioxins,’ he said. ‘‘What
we're finding out there is about
500 parts per triilion .. Small

Dioxin

levels (that) pose no danger.”
Every six months an Eglin
crew sends samples of “dirt,
water, fish, almost everything”
from the Agent Orange zone fo
Tyndall Air Force Base near

Panama City, he said, “We're

keeping a tight handle on this. We
gend it all to laboratery techni-
cians there and they check it ail
out for us.”

Soil tests cost up to $80¢ per
sample, he said, *just to test for
dioxins, It's a complicated pro-
cess to test soil samples, Because
we're talking parts-per-trillion, it
takes a lot of equipment to find
that.”

Eglin engineers were concern-

ed only with developing workable
spraying apparatus during the
years they sprayed Agent Orange
onto the zone, Swenson said.
“They weren’t worried ahout
checking the performance of the
herbicide, because it had already

peen found to be an effective

defoliant.”

The Army was in charge of
developing Agent Orange, he
said.

“We didn’t spray trees and
animals and go back later to see
how many had died,”” he said.
“We sprayed the defoliant over
cleared pads from C-130 (cargo

{See Dloxin — page 3B)

planes) and went back to see how
many droplets per sauare inch came

from a particular sprayer: The site

was cleared peforehand with
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dispersal pattern and droplet count oni
the pads.”

Eglin no longer tests Agent Orange
sprayers, he said. Range C-52A is us-
ed for bomb and missile tests.

A recent article in The Orlando Sen-
tinel, based-on a July B interview with
Eglin chief scientist Howard Dimmig,
brought the C-52A contamination to
light. Dimmig could not be reached
Monday for comment.



