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AGENT ORANGE: The Persistent Uncertainty and 
Continuing Anguish Are Not Likely to End Soon 

Agellt Orange was one of several pow­
erful deroliants or herbicides used exten­
sively in Southeast Asia during the Viet­
nam War to deprive the enemy of ground 
cover and destroy his food supply. The 
chemical compound got its name from the 
orange stripes that marked the 55-gallon 
barrels in which it was shipped to the war 
zone. 

Millions of gallons of Agent Orange 
were sprayed liberally over more than five 
million acres of Vietnam, approximately 
12 percent of the country's land area, 
between 1962 and 1970. Usually sprayed 
crop-duster style from U.S. aircraft, the 
defoliant was used most heavily from 1966 
to 1969, when American troop strength 
in Vietnam was at its highest. 
, The extreme toxicity of dioxin. a con­
taminant found in minute quantities in 
Agent Orange, was not known at the time. 
though a few scientists were beginning to 
express concern over use of the chemical 
in the late 19605. 

But Agent Orange had immediate ad­
vantages. Its use foned ambushes and 
provided open fields of fire, thus saving 
Amerkan lives and holding down casual­
ties. Few precautions were taken to protect 
our Gls-or anyone-from exposure to 
Agent Orange and other dioxin-bearing 

. herbicides . 
The chemicals were not sprayed only 

in limited, restricted areas, and they were 
almost certainly spread beyond treated 
areas by winds and by water flowing 
through ditches, streams, and rivers. In 
addition to sprayings over jungle and 
forest areas, Agent Orange was also used 
around base camps, compounds, roads, 
and ditches used by American forces. 

The Department of Defense viewed. 
these chemicqls as a boon to U.S. ground 
troops in Vietnam. But, in what, is one 
of the blackest ironies of the Vietnam 
War, Agent Orange may be causing the 
list of the war9 s casualties to mount 
today-·years after the last drop of di· 
oxin-bearing defoliant fell on the thick, 
steamy jungles of Southeast Asia. 

Is there a cause for concern? As far back 
as ten years ago. apprehensions in the 
scientific community had become so pro­
nounced that the Defense Depanment 
decided to end the sprayings in the war 
zone. And a year and a half ago, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency banned 
Agent Orange for domestic use in agricul­
ture and forestry. 

The dangers of dioxin first came to 
general public attcntion in 1978 when 
Maude DeVictor. a VA veterans benefits 
counselor in Chicago. became fed up with 
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authorities who would not listen to con­
cerns over Agent Orange ~lnd went to the 
national media to expo'" the problem, 
Media news stories on Agent Orange 
began to proliferate immediately. and the 
defoliants used in Vietnam became a na­
tional issue. 

For the past two years. the controversy 
over Agent Orange has ragetl. Many have 
stated unequivocally that Agent Orange 
has caused death and disability. while 
others have been just as finn in heralding 
the safety of the herbicide. Both sides have 
been impaSSioned in their arguments. and 
both have snatched at what little scientific 
evidence that exists to prove their points. 

The fact is that no scic:ntific evidence 
today conclusively shows that use of Agent 
Orange in Vietnam is causing long-term 
health problems among Vietnam veterans. 

When the defoliant controversy 
mushroomed two years ago. it immedi­
ately became clear that no federal agency 
wanted to assume responsibility for the 
veterans who believed their disabilities 
and the birth defects of their children had 
been caused by Agent Orange. 

To the DAV, it looked very much like 
the callous treatment the government had 

. for years afforded to veterans who had 
participated in atomic weapons tests in the 
1950s and 1960s. Many of these veterans 
suffered disabilities related to the radia­
tion to which they were exposed during 
the tests. Yet. it took years before a serv­
ice--connection was ever granted for a dis­
ability related to radiation exposure. 

The VA was particularly resistant to 
assuming responsibility for veterans ex­
posed to Agent Orange. Of course, the 
ageney was faced with the possibility of 
disability claims and health care costs that 
could amount to hundreds of millions of 
doUars. and the shuation caHed for cau­
tion. 

However. it was readily apparent that 
the VA, the Depanment "f Defense, and 
other federal agencies were dragging their 
feet on the defoliant question. And. seeing 
this insensitivity to a problem that affected 
the lives of as many as 2.5 million Vietnam 
veterans. the DAV and several others 
raised an immediate out(:ry. 

Early in 1979. these concerns were 
echoed by Senate Vcterans9 Affairs Com­
mince Chairman A1an Cranston (0-
Calif.). who called on the VA to "move 
morc aggressively to le3m the truth about 
Agent Orange and delennine if veterans 
have a legitimate reason for their anxiety:' 

He accused the \,A 01' "proceeding at 
100 limited and too leisurely a pace" and 
giving "an inexcusable lack of priority" 

to research on the health effects of dio­
xin-bearing herbicides. 

Mounting public COncern forced a tur-
naround-though certainly a slow tur­

. naround-in the government's attitude to­
ward the dioxin question in 1979. In the 
spring of that year, a new VA advisory 
Committee on the Health-Related Effects 
of Herbicides was formed, and the VA put 
some steam behind its research on Agent 
Orange. 

However. when the VA's ad~isory com­
mittee was established, the DAV learned 
that it was made up solely of government 
scientists. health care professionals. and 
representatives of th~ ch~micQI companies. 
No Vietnam veterans had been appointed 
to the committee to act as consumer rep­
resentatives. 

Taken aback, the DAV pressured the 
agency into appointing a combat-disabled 
Vietnam veteran, DAV Special Projects 
Officer Bob Lenham, to the committee. 
Lenham has kept a close eye on the gov­
ernment's progress toward resolving the 
questions that surround Agent Orange. 

Though he advises veterans to be pa­
tient and realize that scientific research 
takes time. Lenham remains' dissatisfied 
that the VA stm cannot point to any posi­
tive results in its research on the defoliant 
issue . 

··Vietnam veterans need assurances that 
their government is doing everything pos­
sible to address the herbicide issue." Len ... 
ham said recently. 

"We want to see research conducted 
expeditiously, but we want to see quality 
research •.. research that Vietnam veter­
ans can have confidence in." added Len­
bam's alternate on the VA committee. 
DAV Administrative Assistant Charlie 
Thompson, also a disabled veteran of the 
Vietnam War. 

The DAV's commitment to forceful 
representation of veterans exposed to 
Agent Orange was reasserted by DAV 
National Commander Stan Pealer, also a 
Vietnam era veteran. That representation 
is not limited to pressure· on the federal! 
~overnment to move on the research and I 
public poliey aspects of the ~efoliant issue. 

In the spring of 1979, the DAV set up 
a centralized system for handling claims 
related to herbicide exposure. Currently 
the DAV is representin! approximately 
2.000 Vietnam veterans who believe their 
disabilities may have: been caused by 
Agent Orange or other defoliants. I 

These,veterans. of course. get the free! 
representation or expen DAV national i 

service officers (NSOs) in their areas. But I 

the centralized system offers the added 
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. advanlage of making the mosl up-Io-dale 
information on herbicede claims available 
10 each DAY NSO. 

DAV National Director of Services 
Norman B. Hartnett cautioned. 'however. 
thaI Ihe YA has granled service­
connection in only a handful of cases 
involving herbicide exposure as yet. These 
service--connections have been limited to 
chloracne. a severe skin rash that resem­
bles acne and is usually found on the face. 
chest, back, arms or legs; and Ihey have 
only been granted when medical records 
showed Ihallhe chloracne appeared while 

. the veteran was still in military service. 
Research has not yet demonstrated a· 

positive and definite link between dioxin 
and any olher disabililies. Nonelheless, 
Hartnell slrongly urged all veterans who 
feellhey have disabililies caused by Agent 
Orange to file YA disabilily claims 
through Iheir DAY NSOs. 

Said Hartnett, "Claims for disability 
benefits based on dioxin poisoning are, 
in every case, extremely ilifficult to sub­
stanliate. That's one reason why these 
claims should be fil"d as early 'as possible. 

"Using the services of DAV NSOs puts 
the resources of the entire DAV National 
Service Program behind your claim." 
Hartnett told veterans. uThis is important 
in any elaim, but iI'S particularly impor­
tant in claims that are difficuh to substan· 
tiate." 

Besides Chloracne. the most common 
symptoms alleged 10 be linked wilh ex­
posure to Agent Orange include: 

-birth defects in children born to af­
,feeled parenls. primarily defects of the 

hands, fingers, feel and loes; 
-cancer. particularly cancer of the liver 

and other liver diseases. as well as·cancer 
in other son tissue!;. including the stom~ 
ach: 

-psychological elfeclS, ineluaing loss of 
memory. confusion.. aggression. or irri~ 
tability; 

-nervous disorders, especially loss or 
decrease in the sen~;itivity of the senses; 

-numbntss in fingers. toes, arms, and 
legs in varying deg,.ees; 

-sltrilil)'; and 
-altered sex drivt, including diminished 

sex drive or impotence: in men and in­
creased sexual activity in women. 

. With the exception of chloracne. none 
ofthesc disabilities have conclusively been 
linked by research to Agent Orange or any 
of its component or contaminant chemi­

-cals.leaving tens of thousands of veterans 
with their questions unanswered and their 
anxielies unresolved. 

Unfortunalely. it may be Iwo or Ihree 
years before any real answers are forth­
coming. That is the assessment of the 
Inleragency Work Group 10 Sludy the 
Possibk Long-Term Effects of Phenoxy 
Herbicides and COnl"minanlS (lAG). 

OcrOBER 19110 

which the White House eSlablished 10 
oversee research the federal govemml:nl 
is conducting in the Agent Orange arena. 

In its fourth report 10 the While House, 
the lAG slaled that il may be far lonl~er 
than two or three years before answers 
to some of the queslions surrounding the 
herbicide issue are resolved. 

According to the report, none of the 
sludies now planned "will be able to be 
used to delermine whelher Agenl Orange 
is the cause of particular health decre­
ments of Vietnam veterans. particularly 
if Ihe sludies do not idenlify any rare or 
unique. diseases associated with Age:nt 
Orange exposure." 

Because of this. Ihe lAG's Scienlific 
Panel recommended uthal additional stu~ 
dies should be considered which focus on 
the health slatus of Vielnam velerans, to 
detennine whether service in Vietnam, 
rather Ihan solely Agenl Orange exposure, 
may have placed Vie1nam veterans at 
higher risk of suffering certain health de­
crements." 

While such an approach would not pro­
vide many of the conclusive answers that 
everyone concerned would like to see. it 
would open the door for DAV efforts 10 
work toward gaining presumption of 
service-connection for certain disabiHties 
among Vietnam veterans. Winning sUI:.h 
·presumptions of service-connection 
through changes in law or VA regulation 
may. in Ihe end. be Ihe only way to make 
sure veterans with some disabilities get the 
benefits and health care Ihey've earned. 

Last summer, the VA pul oul a brochure 
enlitled, "Worried Aboul Agenl Orange," 
which Iisled the highesl priority research 
projecls currently underway. These in-
eluded: . 

_UA detailed study of the air crews who 
sprayed herbicides in Vietnam to see if 
the members of this most heavily expos"d 
group have any unusual health problems; 

-"A regislry of all workers in Ihe 
Uniled Slales who have been involved in 
making 2,4,5-T, one of the componenls 
of Agenl Orange, and a program to moni­
tor the mortality rates of these workers; 

.-"Follow-up studies of olher people 
bOlh in the United Slales and abroad who 
were exposed to dioxin as a result of 
industrial accidents; 

-.··A study to determine the incidenc~e 
of birlh defects in children of Vielnam 
veterans; and 

-"A sludy now being designed 10 eva I­
uale any health problems peculiar 10 
Vietnam veterans to see if these are related 
to Agent Orange exposure:' 

Research efforts have recently come up 
wilh IwO findings thaI may be significanl; 
however_ Vietnam veterans should be 
warned ahat these findings prm:ide nO 
definitive answers that can be used Mn 
making policy decisions. 

The firsl finding involves increased 
rates of certain forms of cancer among 
a group of Swedish workers .. posed to 
dioxin during an industrial accident. 
While Ihe number of workers sludied is 
too small to provide conclusive evidence 
that dioxin exposure causes certain forms 
of cancer. this research points to an in. 
creased cancer risk. 

The ·second finding involves male mice 
exposed to nonlethal doses of Agent 
Orange over a period of weeks. Exposed 
mice suffered enlarged livers during and 
after their exposures. However. no signifi­
cant differences were noted with regard 
to birth defects in pups falhered by e._ 
posed males. mating activity of the ex­
posed males wilh nonexposed females. 
and the fertility of exposed males. 

The U.S. Air Force study of the "Ranch 
Hand" personnel who sprayed Agent 
Orange during the Vietnam War hasn't 
yel gOlten off Ihe ground. but is already 
the subject of some controversy which the 
lAG addressed. First, because there is 
such a small number of these veterans 
(only 1,160) and because these airmen 
were exposed to extraordinarily heavy 
amounts of Agent Orange, they arc not 
representalive of what might be happen­
ing to those who served as ground troops 
in the war. 

Even so, if higher incidences of certain 
health problems are found among Ihese 
ve)erans. the information gained from the 
sludy will be helpful in delermining which 
disabililies should be looked at more 
closely. And Ihe DAV feels Ihis research 
is very important 

Also, since Ihe Air Force did Ihe spray­
ing of Agenl Orange during the Vielnam 
War. there is an obvious conftict of inter· 
est in having the Air Force conduct this 
sludy. However,lhe lAG suggesled leav­
ing the sludy in the hands ofthe Air Force, 
saying it is more imporlant to get this 
research underway as soon as possible 
than 10 find an oUlside firm to handle it. 

The connict of interest problem 
cropped up again al the DAV Department 
of California convention last summer 
when Senator CK:"anston called for man­
agement of Agent Orange research to be 
taken out of the VA's control and turned 
over to an agency outside the federal gov­
ernment. 

At the convention. the Senator said. 
"'There is now seriou~ doubt that a study 
being planned by Ihe Velerans Adminis­
tration will uhimately be accepted as fair 
by either veterans or the general public:' 

What is Ihe stalus of Ihe Agent Orange 
issue today? 

The governmenl is finally moving, and 
research is underway. But the basic ques~ 
lions of how herbicide exposure has af· 
fecled the heahh of Vietnam veterans 
remain unanswered. 
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