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VA Update on Agent Orange 

"I am personally committed to seeing that the VA 

make a total effort to resolve the questions currently 

surrounding the after effects of usage of Agent Orange 

in Vietnam on U.S. troops who, like myself, served there." 

This policy from Administrator Max Cleland has 

guided VA for more than 13 months of effort to find 

scientific answers to questions raised by news media about 

latent effects of herbicides on veterans. 

GAO in its report on this subject released last 

month summarized VA's challenge this way, "BecaUise of the 

medical uncertainties, it becomes difficult for VA to 

associate current illnesses with herbicide exposure in 

Vietnam. " GAO quoted a physician to the effect t.hat the 

health problems associated with herbicide exposure, such 

as fatigue, are not unique enough to diagnose the problem's 

cause. 

The report by the investigative arm of Congress 

appeared to endorse VA's efforts to deal with the problem. 

It made only these two recommendations for modifying 

VA's handling of the problem: 

-- encourage all veterans submitting claims to 

contact VA health care facilities, and 

-- obtain all military record information pertaining 

to a veteran's possible exposure to herbicides in Vietnam. 
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Both recommendations· were adopted well b.efore the 

final report was published. Even earlier the Administrator 

had: 

ordered establishment of a formal top level 

advisory committee on Agent Orange to replace 

an ad hoc advisory committee established earlier; 

called for speeded up action on an important VA 

study formulated for the measurement of dioxin 

levels in the body fat tissues of vietnam 

veterans exposed to herbicides compared to levels 

in peer groups not exposed; 

ordered thorough examination of every Vietnam 

veteran who reports his concern about Agent 

Orange to a· VA hospital or clinic and incorpora­

ting a central registry for research and follow 

up; 

directed that medical data generated from the 

examination and treatment of some 1.5 million 

veteran inpatients per year be searched for 

possible patterns of medical problems among 

veterans exposed to Agent Orange; 

requested the cooperation of other governmental 

agencies in follow-up studies of certain ~o~ula-

tion groups which have been exposed to dioxin. 

Included among these is the entire community 

of Nitro, W. Va., which was heavily exposed 

through an industrial accident some 30 years ago, 

the people of Seveso, Italy, who were exposed 
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more recently under similar circumstances, 

and a special group of some 400 Vietnam 

veterans who were heavily exposed as handlers 

of Agent Orange. 

insured that no compensation claims on Agent 

Orange are denied by VA field offices before 

they are referred to Central Office for final 

decision. 

Reassuring information about one of the more frighten-

ing allegations about Agent Orange came last month from an 

unexpected source. Veterans' fears about increased prob-

ability of birth defects among offspring were put into 

perspective by North Vietnamese physician T. That Tung 

whose wartime clinical observations in Vietnam have been 

cited as a basis for the fear. 

During a recent Chicago television interview, however, 

Dr. Tung pointed out that his observations dealt with females 

who were sprayed during pregnancy. The possibiJ_ity that 

problems induced by a male's exposure could be transmitted 

through his mate to his offspring were remote, Tung said. 

VA's massive investigation has, thus far, produced 

no evidence to confirm the possibility of latent: effects 

on veterans from exposure to herbicides, according to 

Dr. Paul Haber. Assistant Chief Medical Director for Pro-

fessional Services. VA's investigations will continue, 

however, Dr. Haber emphasizes. until all doubt is resolved. 
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