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Honorable Abraham A, Ribicoff

Chairman, Committee on Governmental
Affairs

United States Senate

Washington, DC 20510

Dear Mr. Chairman:

As required by section 236 of the Legislative Reorganization Act of
1970, we are submitting our comments on the Comptroller Genmeral's

April 6, 1979 report, "Health Effects of Exposure to Rerbicide Orange
in South Vietnam Should be Resolved,” CED-79-22, The report states
that since 1977, Vietnam veterans have contacted the Veterans Adminis-
tration (VA) concerning health problems which they believe were caused
by exposure to herbicides in Vietnam. VA's efforts to resolve veterans'
concerus have been hampered because of problems in identifying personmel
exposed to herbicides and determining the possible health comsequences.
GAO recoumends that the Department of Defense (DPOD), with the assist-
ance and guidance of an appropriate interagency group, conduct a survey
of any long-term medical effects on military personnel who were likely
to have been exposed to herbicides in South Vietnam. It also recommends
several additional actions VA and DOD should take. )

The report assigned the primary role in the further investigation of the
effects of Rerbicide Orange on the health of Vietnam veterans to the De-
partment of Defemse (DOD). The VA does not object to DOD's major role
in the study of this herbicide but wishes to point out that the majority — -
of individuals exposed are undoubtedly no longer on active military duty.
Accordingly, DOD's access to these individuals may be very limited. In
contrast, the VA is the agency responsible for providing a range of serv—-
ices including health care for eligible individuvals, and could be called
upon to resolve questions concerning the toxicity of Herbicide Orange.

The VA is vigorously investigating the toxicity of Herbicide Orange and
a VA Central Office Steering Committee has been established to coordi-
nate the investigation, The charter establishing an advisory group on
the technical aspects of herbicide toxicity has been approved and pub~
1ished in the Federal Register, This group, entitled "Committee on the
Health Related Effects of Herbicides,” comprised of some of the most re-
nowned individuals working in envirommental health, will provide the VA
with advice on its efforts.

The VA has established a registry of Vietnam veterans examined in our
medical centers for herbicide toxicity to permit continuing followup.
We anticipate medical followup for these individuals over a number of
years in order to detect any development of herbicide related diseases.
A study of the diagnostic value of determining dioxin levels in the
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fat of individuals exposed to Herbicide Orange is being conducted. This
study should provide definitive information to determine if this test
should be used to diagnose herbicide toxicity.

I have written the Secretary, Department of Health, Education and Welfare
(DHEW), concerning the importance of epidemiological studies of popula-
tions exposed to large quantities of potentially toxic herbicides. The
Secretary responded positively, indicating that DHEW will investigate the
individuals exposed to dioxin during an industrial accident in Nitro, West
Virginia.

In their report, the GAO recommends that I assure that

—in evaluating herbicide related claims, regional offices
obtain all military record information pertaining to a
veteran's possible exposure to herbicides in Vietnam;

The Department of Veterans Benefits (DVB) has received 500 claims for
compensation from veterans alleging current disabilities were caused by
exposure to Herbicide Orange in Vietnam. We are obtaining military rec-
ord information pertaining to their possible exposure to chemical herbi-
cides in Vietnam. DVB also received information from the Department of
Defense concerning herbicide chemical spraying missions. We plan to use
this information to verify a veteran's presence in an area in which a
herbicide chemical spraying mission wes conducted.

—all veterans submitting such claime to VA regional offices
are encouraged to contact VA health care facilities.

As early as October 17, 1978, all DVB field stations were advised of the
exapination procedures outlined in VA Circular 10-78-219. In that an-
nouncement, we indicated that Veterans Services Division personnel should
advise each veteran alleging an Herbicide Orange related disease of the
hospital examination and treatment program available. DVB Circular 21-79-6,
issued April 25, 1979, requires VA employees adjudicating claims to notify
each veteran claiming a herbicide chemical related disease of the hospital

exanination and treatment program available at the nearest VA Medical Cen-
ter.

Lastly, we believe it should be noted that we are constantly learning more
about the health effects, both short-term and long-range, of exposure to
herbicides. The current state of scientific data is in a flux and is under-
going careful scrutiny and examination by a variety of experts, both within
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and without the Federal governrent. Therefore, we believe it is premature
for the VA to undertake an outreach program at this time. You may be as-
sured that as more data is received and analyzed, we shall take appropriate
action, including an outreach program.

Sincerely,

MAX CLELAKD
Administrator
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CONCURREKCES: See attached for (6C) (10) and (20) concurrences.
ASCWA:ta § (5/18/79) (52E) (52) (50)

Page 3 redone 6/29/79 to incorporate change requested by (02)




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Document","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}




{"type":"Form","isBackSide":false,"languages":["en-us"],"usedOnDeviceOCR":false}



