Brain Cancer in Gulf War Veterans at Khamisiyah

QUESTION:
What was the purpose of the study?

ANSWER:
In support of the Department of Defense’s ongoing commitment to keeping veterans informed about health issues related to their deployment, DoD asked the Institute of Medicine to conduct this mortality study.  The study compared the causes of death for veterans in two different groups.  One group was made up of veterans whose units may have been exposed to very low levels of chemical warfare agent resulting from the demolition of munitions at Khamisiyah, Iraq.  The other group contained veterans from units that were deployed during the Gulf War but located outside the hazard areas.

QUESTION: 
Who completed the study?

ANSWER:
This study was requested and funded by the Department of Defense and conducted by the Institute of Medicine.

QUESTION:
What were the results of the study?
ANSWER:
Overall death rates were the same for the two groups.  During the years 1991-2000, those veterans whose units had been in the hazard area had the same risk of dying as veterans from the units located outside the hazard areas.

When examining deaths from diseases the two groups had equal risks of dying during 1991-2000.  The two groups also had equal risks of dying from external causes, such as accidents and suicides.  


Among the many specific types of disease that caused deaths, only one, brain cancer, was found to have occurred at a higher rate in the group of possibly exposed soldiers compared to the unexposed group.  Despite this observation, the overall rates of death from cancer of all kinds were the same in both groups.

The risk of dying for both groups during the period 1991-2000 was 60 percent lower than the risk of death among Americans of the same age, gender, and race.

QUESTION:
Will you notify veterans?
ANSWER:
Yes, letters will be sent to notify veterans whose units were in the possible hazard areas about the findings of recent scientific research about Khamisiyah.  Although the letters do not recommend that the veterans take any specific action, they are reminded of the government programs available to them if they have any unresolved health problems or concerns.

QUESTION:
Are there any limitations to the study?

ANSWER:
Neither sarin nor cyclosarin has been shown to cause cancer.  Also, the length of time between the possible exposure and illness is much less than usual for development of brain cancer.  This period is generally 15 to 20 years for brain cancer.  This study has only evaluated the first nine years after this possible exposure.   

QUESTION:
Why do Gulf War veterans need to be told of this study?
ANSWER:
Gulf War veterans deserve to be kept informed about the results of scientific research on the possible causes of ill health among those who served in that conflict.  The results of this study provide important information about the health impact of the release of sarin from Khamisiyah.  Some veterans may become concerned about the increased rate of brain cancer, so it is important that they are fully informed that there is no evidence of an increase in the overall death rate among those in the hazard areas.

QUESTION:
Since veterans were dispersed over a wide geographic area, was there evidence of any clustering?
ANSWER:
The authors of the study did not report any information about the geographic distribution of veterans who developed brain cancer except for presence of their units inside or outside of the hazard areas.

QUESTION:
How do the risks for brain cancer found in the study compare with the risk in the general population?
ANSWER:
For both groups of veterans, the risk of dying during the period 1991-2000 was 60 percent lower than the risk of death among members of the general U.S. population of the same age, gender, and race.  A total of 12,000 people die from brain cancer in the U.S. each year, which is a rate of 4.7 per hundred thousand people per year. 


Compared to a similar segment of the U.S. population, veterans in the hazard area had a higher proportion of deaths due to brain cancer than veterans outside the hazard area.
QUESTION:
Where can veterans receive more information?
ANSWER:
The methods and findings of these investigations are viewable over the Internet at the links shown below.

American Public Health Association Journal Abstract http://www.ajph.org/cgi/content/abstract/95/8/1382
Technical Report Modeling and Risk Characterization of US Demolition Operations at the Khamisiyah Pit http://www.gulflink.osd.mil/khamisiyah_tech/

Final Report Demolition at Khamisiyah http://www.gulflink.osd.mil/khamisiyah_iii/
Final Report Demolition at Khamisiyah – April 14, 1997

http://www.gulflink.osd.mil/khamisiyah/
Service members with health concerns should call 

1-800-796-9699 

Gulf War veterans who are no longer affiliated with the military should call
1-800-749-8387.

General information about Khamisiyah and related issues is available at 

1-800-497-6261.  


