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ME~iORANDUM : 

(805) 492-6006 
September 26, 1981 

~ress Conference on Agent Orange 
Richard S. Schweiker, Secretary, HHS 
Washington, D.C. September 23, 1981 

The press conference, held by Secretary of HilS Schwciker, 

charging we were "dwnping chemicals (Agent Orange) on our own 

people" during the vietnam \\'ar, is not an accurate assessment 

of Operation Ranchhand. 

Widespread publicity given the Secretary in the newspapers 

and on television could create hysteria among veterans and 

their families. It may handicap our armed forces in some future 

mill tary opera tion. It ",,~ill c;J.use ViEtnam ·v"etcrans to inundate 

the VA wi th claims for alleged illnesRcs and encourage law·.fers 

to flood the courts with law suits. Even if claims are denied 

a~d suits lost these actions will cost the government millions 

of dollars during a period of fiscal austerity. Finally, such 

stories paint a false pi-::ture of our national policy and mili:" 

tary strategy during the Vietnam conflict and is unfai:::· to men 

\\'110 accepted one of the most hazardous ciuties in that ,"'ar and 

to the 28 who lost their lives. 

1: The primary mission of Opp.ration Rcmchhand ~Ias to gve 

Ar~.!:~.~_ li~ .. by preventing ambllshes ~n the :iungle and protect-

ing our bases from infiltration (only 8% of the Operation ... .'as 

crop des truction.) 
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Over 6000 missions were flown during the life of Operation 

Ranchhand. Secretary Schweiker is correct that 90 missions were 

aborted, of which 41 involved Agent Orange, but that means only 

~.S% of the missions were aborted, a r~markable record consider­

ing they were flown under combat conditions. 

However, an AP story, describing the dumping of chemical 

cargoes in emergencies, quotes the Secretary as saying that 41 

times the chemicals were dumped "directly over or near u.S. air 

b;:lses and military installations," and that the number of men 

coming into contact with Agent Orange "was substantially larger 

than anybody expected." 

Yet Secretary Schweiker, in a Los Angeles Times story, 

admits "we don't have any concrete figures," adding "we have to 

go back and look at tne missions." Then he relates how the Agent 

Orange Working Group, under his jurisdiction, will work with the 

Defense Department to ~ to .determine exact locations, times, 

weather conditions and personnel present.during the aborted mis­

siems. Why wasn't all that determined before calling a press con­

ference? This information has been available for months. 

I would bet money not more than 2 or 3 aborted missions 

involved dumping Agent Orange near enough to a base that someone 

might be exposed to the herbicide. In one such case a c-123 took 

oRat 6 A.M., lost an engine on takeoff, circled dumping Agent 

Orange in the nearby woods, and returned to base. Not many sol­

diers wander around in the woods at 6 A.M. 
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2: Secretary Schweiker added his grou!? also was investigating 

"base clearing" around U.S. military facilities. By this he means 

the small amount of Agent Orange 'lsed in Vietnam for perimeter 

defense, clearing the brush and jungle I)ear American and ARVN 

camps to prevent infiltration; again to save American lives. 

Such an investigation might handicap our armed forces in 

some futur/? conflict. General use of herbicides in war now is 

prohibited, under Executive Order 11850, signed by President Ford 

on April 8, 1975, following ratification of the Geneva Protocol. 

This order renounces first use of herbicides in war except "around 

their (U.S. bases) immediate defensive perimeters." In the atmos­

phere created by the Secretary's remarks t~e false claim would 

be !made that more of our forces woulc". die from the herbicic'le than 

might be killed by infiltrators. 

3: As of April 30, 1979, only 361 cl,lims for injury from Agent 

orange had been filed with the VA. That: number has escalated in 

the last 2J:j years, although I do not have the current figures in 

my files. 

But, after 3ecretary Schweiker's remarks, we can :re sure 

the VA will be deluged with claims, especially when the "lead 

counsel" for Vietnam veterans is quoted in that AP story as say­

ing an alliance had been forged "between the veterans and their 

gov~~rnment. " 

Even though many of these claims will be an attempt to get 

som.~thing for nothing and although, again, I will bet money 
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that only a tiny fraction m~y have so~e validity, VA rules, 

quite properly, require that "examinations ~ust be so completely 

followed as to leave no doubt as to our complete understanding 

of them." Add the required paper work and the government will 

sp,~nd millions of dollars, as a res'..llt: of Secretary Schweiker's 

press conference, even though not a single claim is approved. 

And lawyers, such as Dorothy Thompson in California, Victor 

Yarmacone in New York and Lewis l·;ilford (who wants the govern­

ment to identify people exposed to Agent Orange, warn them of 

serious health risks and give them medical examinations at govern­

ment expense) now have increased incentive to file law suits on 

behalf of thousands of veterans. Bill Smith's staff must defend 

the United States and, even if not a dollar in damages is awarded, 

again the cost will run into millions. 

4: Finally, this is another aSSault lm the military, especially 

those assigned to chemical operations only to be charged with 
.. "making war against th~ American people." 

My own association with that branch of the service and ,the 

admiration I have for those. men, especially in Operation Ranchhand 

who ri.sked their lives in an effort to reduce American casualties, 

impE!lled me to speak in their behalf during the waning years of 

my life. 
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