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April brought  news of a m ajor health threat  caused by pollut ion from  the dum ping of 
rocket  fuel, a governm ent  gag rule on scient ists studying the problem , and a 
cam paign by those responsible to escape having to clean up their own toxic m ess. I t  
m ay sound like the sort  of m uddle one would associate with the governm ent  of China 
— think SARS — or the form er Soviet  regim e — think Chernobyl. But  in this case, it ’s 
the Pentagon, with the help of the White House, working overt im e to avoid having to 
clean up after  dangerous chem ical spills on it s bases r ight  here in the United States.  

The pollutant  in quest ion is perchlorate, a com ponent  of rocket  fuel and certain 
m unit ions. Weapons test ing at  various m ilitary bases around the count ry has left  
high levels of the chem ical in som e drinking water supplies, and a recent  study found 
it  in one-quarter of let tuce sam ples collected in the San Francisco Bay Area. Unt il 
now, the threat  from  perchlorate pollut ion was thought  to be largely confined to 
drinking water, but  the new research dem onst rates that  the food supply is vulnerable 
as well.  

Perchlorate is a health threat  because it  interferes with the body’s uptake of iodine, 
disrupt ing thyroid funct ion. Adults’ bodies norm ally store ext ra iodine in their 
system s, countering these effects.  But  for pregnant  wom en and their babies, as well 
as people with thyroid problem s, perchlorate can cause irreversible dam age.  

The let tuce survey follows the discovery of perchlorate contam inat ion of water 
supplies in as m any as 20 states. Water near Rocket  Center has been affected 
because of perchlorate problem s at  the Allegany Ballist ics facilit y, as has water near 
the Aberdeen Proving Ground outside Balt im ore. Other leaks are causing problem s in 
parts of California, Massachuset ts,  Missouri, Nevada, New Mexico, New York and 
Texas. The m ost  dangerous levels of perchlorate pollut ion in the nat ion were at  
defense cont ractor Kerr McGee sites in Henderson, Nev., where pollut ion has 
exposed som e 10 m illion people to perchlorate through the contam inat ion of 
Nevada’s Lake Mead and the water supplies it  feeds.  

I n 2002, EPA issued a study recom m ending that  perchlorate never be perm it ted to 
reach m ore than one part  per billion in drinking water. The study was years in the 
m aking and was reviewed for  scient ific soundness by a raft  of independent  experts.  
But  the Pentagon found it s im plicat ions unacceptable, no doubt  because cleaning up 
to the level recom m ended by EPA would cost  som e $3 billion nat ionwide. The Joint  
Chiefs m aintain that  perchlorate is safe at  levels of 70 to 200 part s per billion.  

Revealing the sam e determ inat ion and thoroughness that  wins wars abroad, the 
Pentagon and two of it s cont ractors, Lockheed-Mart in and the aforem ent ioned Kerr 
McGee, browbeat  EPA into indefinitely suppressing the study, persuaded the Nat ional 
Academ y of Scient ists to re-do the EPA research, and had legislat ion int roduced in 
Congress to block the m ilitary’s liabilit y for perchlorate cleanup. Then at  the end of 
April,  by way of icing this part icularly noxious cake, the Bush adm inist rat ion issued a 
gag rule for EPA scient ists and regulators, barring them  from  even com m ent ing on 
the let tuce studies.  



Proving that  no scient ific study is invulnerable to confusion and obfuscat ion, 
Pentagon scient ists have kicked up so m uch self- serving dust  that  we m ay need to 
wait  for two years to learn the results of the Nat ional Academ y of Sciences study, 
exposing count less m others and children to rocket  fuel in the m eant im e.  

While the perchlorate problem  is t roubling enough, legislat ion now pending on 
Capitol Hill does not  end with the elim inat ion of that  liabilit y. The Pentagon is m aking 
the ext raordinary argum ent  that  com pliance with environm ental laws would 
com prom ise the m ilitary’s readiness to fight  the war on terrorism . Therefore, they 
say, m ilitary branches m ust  receive exem pt ions from  laws governing hazardous 
waste disposal and cleanup, protect ing endangered species, and protect ing public 
water supplies from  all harm ful chem icals— not  j ust  perchlorate. Or, in other words, 
to fight  the war abroad, we m ust  sacrifice environm ental qualit y and public health at  
hom e.  

I n m ore open, less ruthless t im es, we could at  least  count  on the EPA adm inist rator 
and other officials to speak out  against  such proposals, fulfilling their m ission to put  
Am erica’s public health first . Sadly, we have reached the m om entous turning point  
where such independence is st ifled by the White House, all in service of an effort  t o 
spare the Pentagon the t rouble of taking responsibilit y for the pollut ion it  causes.  
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