@Congress of the United States
MWashington, DC 20515

Gene L. Dodaro

Acting Comptroller General of the United States
Government Accountability Office

441 G St., NW

Washington, DC 20548

May 22, 2009
Dear Mr. Dodaro,

We write to request that you review the attached study prepared by the U.S. Army Center
for Health Promotion and Preventive Medicine (CHHPM) and the U.S. Air Force
Institute for Operational Health (AFOIH) on health risks from burn pit operations at
Balad Air Base, Iraq. The CHHPM/AFOIH study found that exposures to burn pit
operations were at levels that constitute an “‘acceptable’ health risk for both cancer and
non-cancer long-term health effects.” Based on our conversations with independent
scientists, we are concerned that long-term adverse health effects cannot be ruled out on
the basis of this study and we would like the Government Accountability Office (GAO)
to evaluate the study’s methodology and findings.

According to the Department of Defense, U.S. bases throughout Iraq and Afghanistan
dispose of large quantities of waste through burning in open pits. Preliminary reports
indicated that fumes emanating from these pits produce significant contaminants that may
present an acute health risk to U.S. service members.

The CHHPM/AFOIH study found that toxins were present, including carcinogens such as
dioxin, but that they did not exceed military exposure guidelines for those exposed to the
fumes for one year. The Defense Health Board reviewed the study in 2008. While the
Board found that the study was generally adequate, it identified several weaknesses in the
study, including the lack of a comprehensive analysis of the interaction of various toxins
and the failure to conduct a valid study of relevant health records. It identified several
ways in which the military could improve its examination of dioxin serum sampling and
its analyses of respiratory illnesses.

We asked independent scientists with expertise in environmental exposures to review the
Board’s finding and the Army/Air Force rebuttal. We have been informed that the joint
study may have significant methodological problems and that this study cannot rule out
the possibility of adverse chronic health effects. In particular, we are concerned that
many service members were deployed for more than one year to Iraq or may be more
susceptible for genetic or other health reasons.
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