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July 5, 1974 
.. r -t 

Mr. A 1 fred Meyer 
, Edi tor 

Na tura 1 Hi story 
79th and Central Park'West 
New York, N. Y. 10024 

Dear Mr. Meyer: 

.. :. 

The article published in your June-July issue entitled wrhe Ungreen1ng 
of South Vietnam" seriously misrepresented the findings of the National Academy 
of Sciences COtTmittee on the Effects of Herbicides in Vietnam.·· 

, i. ~ •• 

Arthur Galston, the author of .. this article, suggests that one of the facts " ",. " 
brought out by the report about which uthere is relatively little controversy" " 

. is that the destruction of the mangrOve forests "is certain to have a profound' 
impact not only on the ecosystem but also. on the nutrition of-the human popullt1on.~ 

The report of the National 'I\C~'~~~ 'of Science~ draws no such conclusion. ".,,'<'~~ ~,' ,;-, 
The sc1~ntists made estuarian studies tn a region that had been ;.efoliated ard' _" . 
one that had not. They found that while both areas were rich in planktonic }':} ,',- , 
organisms. the numbers in the denuded area were 'lower than in the unsprayed flrel " .' )i 

. in the wet season. The reverse was true in the drY"season.' They found,tht,t - "", 
fish eggs and fish larvae were actuallt considerably more abundant in the c elluded "", 
area t while large fish were less abundant in the denuded area; The report s';ates: ': 
':However, the data are not extensive. and 'the differences between the two ';ltes ~ 
~re not large enough to drtw finn. conclusions. -(liThe Effect of Herb1c~des 1n { ",,' 
.)outh Vietnam, p. 5-9) o. _",;' , " ." , " ' , 

01 scussing the damage done by ht'!rbici des to inland forestS, Galston neglects . 
to tell your readers what the findings of the COOITIittee were. The Conm1ttee .. 
included no fewer than 12 distingufshed scientists who, were experts' 1n fO:''estry, .' 
botany and related sub-jects. Ten of them concurred in finding that the damage to , -,' " 
the inland forests from the herbicides had been but a fraction of the esUJllate~:: ' ."~~ 
th~t.had been widely disseminated by~cr;tfcs of the defoT1ation operatior. The , 
cr1 ttcs had used figures of 45;.46 million meters3~'Of merchantable timber destroyed. 
The Commi ttee, after re-rev1ewing its work with painstaking care to give every 
considerati on to those who were shocked by the lowness of its findings (,f damage' 
to ~~rchantable timber, could justify estimates of destruction of merchlntable 
timber no higher than 500,000 to 2 million meters3• Gliding completely by this 
number, Gaiston reports only that two out of the dozen experts did not concur in 
the finding. One of the dissenters, Paul Richards appended a short statement 
giving his reasons for thinking that the damage may have been higher than the . 
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Committee estimated, but he gave no estimate of his own, and he conc(ded that the 
earlier estimates that had been given wide circulation may have been too high. It 
is worth !:oting that even if the COIl1l1ittee's estimates were doubled, the figure 
of damage1 merchantable timber would still be less than ten per cent of the earlier 
estimate'";, The reason for the low level of damage is associated wi:h the fact 
that two tr.irds of the hardwood forests sprayed were-sprayed but onCL The Corrmittee 
found that areas sprayed only once rarely suffered any siqnificant d.lmage and 
that damar/~ was usually light in areas sprayed twice. Only 12 per c~nt of the 
inland fOI~ests that were sprayed were sprayed more than twice. 

Ga 1:;ton states that it was especially true that the herbicide o~~rat1ons forced 
'the disp1acerr.ent of ~lontagnards to urban relocation center-;. He says, IITheir 
vinages l'i':dV never be re-occupied. u The study has a special sect10r on the 
r~ontag!12':rd:;, who were- interviewed by the anthropolegists on the tear;. It says 
this: 

From the interviews it appeared the forest or sorf\~times the swiddens, not 
the vinaqes. were the targets although spray sometime'> driftec into the 
vi 11ages ••• 

Responses of the viliagers concerning long-range effects ir sprayed 
2.n:::3S varied. The Hanoi-trained agricuHural engineer reporte! he be'lieved 
L,ffects on people and on plants would be only temporary. He br lieved 

at one of the types of herb·lcides being used broke OO'Wl1 in tf e soil and 
actua'l'h increased soil fertility. Some villagers fea they c')uld plant 
aqair. i.n the affected areas, but most apparently decided to reo~:ate thei r 
fields into unsprayed areas. Some reported persisten effects :hey believed 
to be due to herbicides more than a year after the spraying. :p. ViI-64) 

This does not suggest, nor does any other p?Issage that we ha9e: been able to 
find in the report, that there was any, much less extensive, relocation of Montagnards 
to urben centers as a result of herbicide spraying. The report does make it clear 
that the herbicides had no lasting impact on son fertility. 

Gaiston says the report sheds no light on possible direct darrage to humans 
fv~cm th2 heti:Jicides. "No ligpt" is a little strong. The Committee did look into 
t1l0 QUpsti rip. Thev could find no evidence that substantiated charges that the 
her'bicides had produced birth defects. The. results rna,'y" have not been conclusive~ 
b:.lt that is some light. They also found that the Montagnards fre0;uently claimed 
that hun1c7Hl illness and even deaths had resulted from spraying. They CQuld find 
no d1n?ct t.'vidence to confirm such stories, but they recommended further investigation • 

• 
Ce r Ldnly the report did not suggest that there had b~en no eCOlogical damage 

C,S a t"esul t of the use of herbicides in South Vietnam, but "it did demonstrate that 
mC'r,y ;jf the wilder charges of extensive damage to forests 9 sons and human beings 
were not bm"ne out by the evidence. Th'is is \-thy a few individuals ~1ho were dis­
IT';u','2G to find that this careful study di,d not support claims to ilfhich they \'!ere 
e;n;:::~·0;Ei.11y wedded tried to sabotage the report, greatly delayirg its appearance and 

leaking a totally erroneous su::rnary of its alleged finding~ to The Ne\'>/ York 
i:r::2S if. o.dvanc.e of pubiicaticn. The T"lmes took the bait and p'es€.nted to its 
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readers on February 22, 1974, a misleading report on the findings. As a result 
of our complaint, The Times published a second story on this subject on April 29, 
partially correcting the errors of the first story. 

It is clear that ~_~,t_t!!.'al History. has fallen into the Sime trap as did The Times. 
r~ay we count on you actfng more expeditiously to run a c.orl'ect1on1 We would' 
recommend that that be accomplished by printing this lettel'. 

cc: Arthur W. Galston. 
Anton L::tnq 
{I.rthur Ochs Sulzoerger 
Phi lip Handler 

Sincere' y 

~-rVlne 
Chai mil of the Board 




