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Military
exposed
to toxic
metal

Defense agency
fails to screen for
beryllium disease

By Sam Roe
Tribune staff reporter

U.S. military personnel have
been exposed to the highly toxic
metal beryllium at dozens of Ar-
my, Air Force, Navy and Marine
Corps facilities, with some lev-
els exceeding legal safety limits,
a Tribune investigation has
found.

Despite the serious risks, the

t of Defense has ig-
nored federal health guidelines
by failing to provide simple
blood tests to determine if work-
ers have been harmed.

The Defense Department’s in-
action is in sharp contrast to
steps taken by the Department
of Energy, which has tested
thousands of its weapons work-
ers and discovered that hun-
dreds of people have been
harmed by beryllium, a light-
weight metal whose dust can
cause an often fatal lung dis-

ease,

The screening is highly rec-
ommended by federal health
agencies, including the Occupa-
tional Safety and Health Admin-
istration and the National Insti-
tute for Occupational Safety
and Health, as well as by inde-
pendent scientists and physi-
cians. Early dete is impor-
tant because it allows treat-
ments that can attempt to limit
lung damage.

Beryllium disease has been
found in virtually every indus-
try in which the metal has been
used. Experts said that if the De-
fense Department were to pro-
vide the blood tests to its servi-
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ton Rossman, a University of
Pennsylvania medical
sor and a leading beryllium re-
searcher. “There's no question
about it.”
The Defense Department said
that it has employed numerous
, such as respirators

SECTION 1

BERYLL'UM. Nor could it say how many ian in the 1940s—several de-
- workers employed at firms un- fense contractors or suppliers
der contract with have reported beryllium dis-
b t have been exposed, ease , according to physi-
Defense says Smmemnmien e, s oms e o
. ment said the number “could be closed in lawsuits.
-1t protects . i g
p While the agency reported eral
. that only one of its workers has grm'inmupﬂvulrm‘lhis'm
]tS workers contracted beryllium disease current and former
since the lﬂmmumd.hs ]li:uf mhmnmluwharuberymm-“;
long shown that the illness
e st wnmisdwmnsadmmm past 20 . They include Na-
cemen and women and civilian vy shipyards, military hospitals
employees, many illnesses mnmrgy Department, for and some of the nation’s largest
would be found. instans fow cases of Army bases,
“There are going to be cases of bmu!u:ndlnanunlilllsm Forty-six sites are run by the
beryllium disease,” said Dr. Mil- ed screening workers in the Navy 17 by the Army, five by the

early 19905

Nw.mcum“hndfnrm!r rines, part of the

workers at Energy Department
sites, Including seven at Ar-
gonne Natlonal Laboratory out-
side Chicago, have been found

to have either the disease or al

blood abrormalities linked to

and exhaust ventilation, to pro-  the dis

tect workers and that the deci-

sion to screen employees rests the

with doctors at each of its facil-
ities. But military officials said

they were unaware of any de-
fense facility screening berylli-
um workers.
Tiny bits of beryllium dust—
amounts invisible to the naked
eye—can be deadly Studies
show that about 3 percent of
those Expusad 0 it develop the
an incurable illness
that slcvwly damages the lungs
and leaves many victims unable

to breathe without the aid ofan 1989 Defense
oxygen tank.

Court and government docu-
ments show that beryllium dust
‘has been detected at dozens of
current and former military
sites in 23 states, with some dust
counts exceeding the federal
limit.

One Air Force job category—
aircraft maintenance—has ex-
perienced, on average, dust ley-
ehtwiwﬂwles;al}lmu arecent
Pentagon report show:

sease.
But the Tribune found that
Defe

fense Department—one
of the nation's largest beryllium
users—has a record of slow re-
sponse to the beryllium issue
that spans more than a decade:
® As early as 1989, the De-
fense Department resisted the
idea of notifying workers who
might have been exposed to
yllium and offering them
cal tests. The agency feared
stich a program could lead to ex-
pensive lawsuits and
supplies of the valuable metal, a
Department docu-

unab]t-ln say how much berylli-
um dust has been produced at
their sites or how many workers

ber- levels have been minimal.

disrupt legal limit,
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Tribune that they only occa-

sionally handle tiny amounts of

beryllium or guit using the met-
years ago. Others

wor] with the metal fre-
quently and in ways that could
create toxic dust.

‘The precise levels of exposure

at each facility are unclear. Offi-

cials at some sites would not re- J.mSpmufPhlnﬁ-M, ll.ﬁﬂluut

lmel,dahur said they couldnot ment program

Several officials said screen- have found beryllium viola-
ing has not been conducted, in tions at defense locations.

because beryllium dust The legal exposure limit is 2

micrograms of beryllium dust

But a Pentagon report re- per cubic meter of air an
leased last month shows that amount roughly equal to a mar-
some levels have been over the ble-size piece of beryllium dis-

tributed evenLv throughout a
'I.‘lmmsnrlshuusthnlh\lr)ﬂb f(xllbal.\lixdl.
Navy

the disease, even

had average dust counts above those who don't work divectly

the OSHA standard. The report with the metal can be at risk.

does not specify the time period Testing at the Energy Depart-

ment and in ml\me industry

Onejub involves naval dental has uncovel ease in secre-

1ab operations. Beryllium is of taries, nu.rnea gum and con-
ten mlxed with other metals to  struction workers.

make crowns and bridges, a  And because people usually

mmmmmmwlﬂmm develop beryllium disease years

3 t their last exposure—up to

Pentagon report shows 21 40 years later—health officials
anlniltinml job mmgnrlm imvn mnlnlllnnd nm workers be

man helped develop a blood test
to determine whether a work-
er's Immune system was reac-
ting to beryllium exposure. The
test didn't show whether some-
one had the illness; further
tests, suchasalung

needzd

biopsy, were
for that. Butfor thefirst historic

last month in Joliet as
workers harmed in the course of resea

Fribune photo by Ed Wagnes
rtoluleﬂyD.plﬂ
or weapons production.

ities.

With cases of the disease
mounting and media scrutiny
intens

i enslly doter-
mimwhuw-ummdbyhsry
lium before symptoms such as
coughing and shortness of
breath appeared.

Seientists first used the blood
test about 1990 at the Rocky
Flats bomb plant, helping un-
cover additional cases of dis-
ease. The Energy Department
considered contacting workers
at its other facilities and offer-

g them

Mmmpﬁmanlamehla weapons workers harmed by caused about the idea.
who would respond only to writ- beryllium and other substanc- dust, above levels mc vmm Aboutlmwpleinavnﬁew I the Energy Department
ten questions, estimated that the Defense Department authorities said should trigger of indus a
9,513 military and civilian per: safety Defense De- hnrylllum djmle since the testing program, would the De-
sonnel might have been exposed lar claims, officials would not 19408, when the iliness was dis- Departm

1o beryllium dust in the past 10

The agency has used the
strong, lluhtwe@! metal for
more than a half-century ina va-

The Energy Department, re-
sponsible for maintaining the
ition's nucl

riety of
aircraft brakes, helicopter com-
ponents and major missile sys-
tems, such as the Minuteman,
Patriot and Sidewinder:

The department reported it
could not estimate how many

military and civilian personnel fense
have been

over that 50-
year period

s o its suppli-

Defense Department
oversees the Army Air Force
and Navy and their weapons
programs, including tanks, jets
and ships. Even though the De-

Department reports only
one beryllium illness ever
among its employees—a civil-

partment

elaborate on the exposure levels  covered. Historically, about one-
or whlt:pncfﬂ:nm-yweuu third of beryllium victims have
tions died from the

lnﬂddjﬂm!,wllr!nundsdh- DLI-BENBW.BIC‘G:IILI[B!

closed in a beryllium-related the National Jewish Medical

hwwnshowmmdustcnunu and Research Center in Denver

occasionally over the legal - and the physician who has diag-

Iimltutthskrnnerﬂwarkmr nusedtlw-uutm
Base in

factured or maintained berylli-

um containing weapon sys-~

tems?" a deputy assistant de-
fense secretary wrote
fice of

Ohio in the 1970s. ml]inryhnmnhl:lgl
OSHA Is responsible for the Linn to deal with “such an obvi-
safety of civilians at military ous public health issue.

sites, while the armed services

oversee uniformed personnel, A Nght, strong m

OSHA said itcould noteasilyde-  Lighter than aluminum yet

termine how often inspectors !tlﬁerﬂmnulml,beryllium)ln
critical material in weap-
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B‘H it in 1943 scientists linked
the metal to lung disease, They
found that when workers ma-
chined, sanded or otherwise al
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- tion program

in 1889,

The defense official wrote
that beryllium was currently
used in many Defense

Cold War heroes and unveiled a
plan to compensate them.

The which eventu-
ally was expanded to includera-
diation and alliw ncﬁme

sailed througl
was signed imolzw ln 2000, lha
first nnewmworher entitlement

: partment were eligible for com-
working for

pensation; those
m Defense Department were

A former high-level gmem
ment official who was
mental in the decision n)cltlm
emcmwnuuunumsonm
the compensa-
ﬂmplnnnadnuﬂmlm The De-

Depart-

tems and that

put occupational exposure to
beryllium occurred among [De-
fense Department] ci.v-lljnn em-

Furthermore, the official
wrute, the Defense
was concerned that a notifica-

would result in
lawsuits against the govern-
‘ment, similar to costly llbesw-

In the end, the Energy Depart:
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fense Department
Iy opposed to having its workers
covered.

The official, who requested
anonymity, said the Defense De-
partment feared that a compen-
sation program could spark law-
suits against its contractors,

Lobbyist Richard Miller said
that if supporters had insisted

that Defense Department work-
ers be included in the plan, the

sis claims against the Navy Pentagon would have used its
The Defense Department also  political muscle to kill the en-

rkers continued to get sick, was concerned about possible tire proposal.
mwﬂymmuumﬁw suits against the nation's sole  “The smartes! ﬂll:uwuemﬂd
plsnts a\mpiyiux the metal to beryllium prod: Brush do in moving this legislation
s program. Govern- Wellman, stating that the Ener- was to stay out of the way of the
mem-uwmd facilities actually De Defense Department,” said Mill-

er, who represented unionized

terl- Energy Department contract

Under the Energy Depart

ment program, the government
has paid $81 million in compen-
sation to 1,272 people.

The Defense

Department said
it does not need to create a spe-
cial injury compensation pro-

gram because help an
Isi- servicemen and

women are treated at military
hospitals while former mem-
bers can go to Veterans Affairs
facilities.

Waorkers employed by con.
tractors and suppliers, theagen-
cy said, receive aid through
state worker's compensation

programs.
But this is notalways the case.
workers

beryllium disease can take up to

40 years to appear So some
wnrhrs clnims were rejected
because the mtnln of limita-

beryllium in the 1960s and 19708
at Atlantic -
tion, a Defense ent con-

tion with the state ofV’Irxlnh

his claim was denied because he
had not filed within five years of
his last known exposure, which
was in 1973, court records state.

‘The 67-year-old now has a per-
sistent cough and said he can-
not walk a few blocks without
stopping to rest. He said he

the Defense Department

will offer blood tests to all of its
workers and compensate those
who were harmed,

ill come eventually” he
said, “It's got to. Public opinion
is on the side of the people who
have been ¢xposed.”

“It




