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DoD Notifies Khamisiyah Veterans on Latest IOM Study

In support of the Department of Defense’s ongoing commitment to keeping veterans informed about health issues related to their deployment, DoD is reaching out to Gulf War 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 DoD will send letters to these veterans in response to an Institute of Medicine’s mortality study, released July 25, 2005, comparing those veterans to Gulf War veterans who were deployed and not exposed.  DoD has sent letters to that first group of veterans twice in the past to inform them of this possible exposure and provide them with the latest research on this subject.  

“The health and wellness of our servicemembers – before, during and after deployment – is our number one priority.  The notification letters sent in 1997 and 2000 represented our commitment to keeping veterans informed about potential health impacts related to their service to our country,” said Michael E. Kilpatrick, M.D., DoD’s deputy director for Deployment Health Support.  “This latest notification is a continuation of that commitment.”

Kilpatrick said that it’s important for DoD to help veterans understand the findings of this study.  The results indicate that the overall rate of death was similar for veterans whose units may have been exposed to very low levels of chemical agent as they were for veterans who were not.  The only cause of death with a dissimilar rate was brain cancer, although overall cancer deaths were similar for both groups.  The rate of death from brain cancer was higher in the veterans who were in the potential hazard area.  However, the study authors state in the report that “neither sarin nor cyclosarin are known carcinogens” and neither has been shown to cause cancer.  Also, the length of time between the possible exposure and illness is much less than usual for brain disease.  This latency period is generally 15 to 20 years for brain cancer.  This study has only evaluated the first nine years after this possible exposure.   

DoD asked the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of Sciences to conduct the study in 1997.  The study, entitled Mortality in US Army Gulf War Veterans Exposed to 
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1991 Khamisiyah Chemical Munitions Destruction, is a continuation of DoD’s effort to 

keeping Gulf War veterans informed about their health after the events at Khamisiyah.  
The findings of the study were published in the American Journal of Public Health in their August 2005 issue.
Background: Demolitions at Khamisiyah

After the Gulf War cease-fire in 1991, U.S. troops destroyed a large munitions depot at Khamisiyah, located in southern Iraq.  In 1996, DoD learned that some of the rockets destroyed during the demolition contained the chemical warfare agents sarin and cyclosarin. Following that disclosure, DoD worked to determine the nature of any possible chemical warfare agent exposure that may have occurred and which units may have been involved.  In-depth investigations conducted by DoD improved existing knowledge of the number of rockets destroyed, the amount and purity of chemical warfare agent contained in the rockets, and how soldiers placed the demolition charges on the stacks of rockets for demolition.  This information was gleaned directly from soldiers who performed the Khamisiyah demolition.

To better understand the events during the demolition operations, the DoD performed rocket demolition field-testing at Dugway Proving Grounds in 1997.  This testing greatly improved the military’s understanding of the amount of agent released into the atmosphere and the time period during which the release might have occurred.  Using weather data, rocket demolition field test data, and computer models to simulate how the chemical warfare agent may have traveled in the air, investigators estimated where hazard areas might have existed over a four-day period.  Efforts were made to determine what military units might have been present during this period.  These efforts led to a public announcement regarding the demolition and possible exposures in July 1997 and subsequent notification of servicemembers assigned to units possibly exposed to low levels of chemical warfare agents.  

However, the Department recognized that the location data of many of the military units was weak and needed to be strengthened.  The DoD then conducted a series of in-depth conferences with Gulf War operations officers in order to improve knowledge of unit locations.  The information gathered through these conferences greatly increased the accuracy of the unit location data.  

Investigators also subjected the analysis of the potential exposure area to a rigorous independent scientific peer review.  The panel, which included experts in meteorology, 

meteorological modeling and atmospheric physics, evaluated and provided comments on 
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the work.  With their guidance, DoD refined the modeling effort in order to make the highest quality assessment possible, culminating in a revised effort that included:

· Improved weather models; 

· An updated estimate of the amount of chemical warfare agent released;

· Sarin and cyclosarin toxicity data

The revised modeling effort was again evaluated and approved by an independent peer-review panel of experts in September 2000.  A total of 101,763 servicemembers were notified as are believed to having possibly been in the potential hazard areas.

IOM Study Results

When the study investigators examined multiple specific disease diagnoses, they found only one disease for which there was a significant increase in death rate among the possibly exposed group.  There were 25 deaths from brain cancer in that group, compared with 27 such deaths in the other group.  Although there was a higher rate of brain cancer deaths, the total rate of death from all cancers, which includes brain cancer, was the same for both groups.

“The most important conclusion of this report is that overall mortality rates for the two groups were similar,” Kilpatrick said.

However, DoD understands that the findings of this study may be confusing to veterans and note that Gulf War veterans may hear about this study and become concerned about their health.  In order to inform veterans about this report, and attempt to explain it, the DoD is sending letters to the more than 101,000 servicemembers whose units may have been in the affected area.
“The new letters won’t recommend that the veterans take any specific action,” Kilpatrick said.  “If they feel fine, they don’t need to do anything.  The letters will remind them of the DoD and Veterans Affairs health services available to them if they have any unresolved health problems or concerns.”

Those on active duty, active in the National Guard or the Reserves, or who have retired from the military who have health concerns should contact their primary care provider, or call toll-free, 1-800-796-9699.  Gulf War veterans who are no longer affiliated with the military are still eligible for a thorough physical exam through the Department of Veterans Affairs.  Veterans with health issues can call 1-800-749-8387.  For general 
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information about Khamisiyah or related issues, contact the Department of Defense at 

1-800-497-6261.    

“This is another opportunity for us to reach out to our dedicated Gulf War veterans,” Kilpatrick said.  “It is one more chance for us to let them know that we care about their health and well being and another opportunity to make sure they get the health care they may need and most certainly deserve.”
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LINKS:

Reports on the incident at Khamisiyah – http://www.gulflink.osd.mil/khamisiyah_iii/
Maps of the Khamisiyah hazard area –  http://www.gulflink.osd.mil/khamisiyah_iii/khamisiyah_iii_s05.htm#III_J

Mortality in US Army Gulf War Veterans Possibly Exposed to 1991 Khamisiyah chemical Munitions Destruction – http://www.ajph.org/cgi/content/abstract/95/8/1382
Deployment Health Clinical Center – http://www.pdhealth.mil/
VA program – 

 http://www1.va.gov/environagents/docs/GW-Iraqi_Handbook1303.2_March7_2005.pdf
