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These letters were shown to Professor Kerr and
Dr Field, who reply as follows.

SIR,
Dr Adena is seriously misguided in representing

as a valid scientific forum the Australian Royal
Commission on the use and effects of chemical
agents on Australian personnel in Vietnam (on
which he served as a statistical consultant). The
adversary legal process used in that enquiry made it
impossible for scientific witnesses to relate or
interpret their work properly. Two eminent Swedish
authorities on the clinical effects of herbicides
(Professors Hardell and Axelson) were so outraged
by their treatment that they took the only avenue of
official complaint about a Royal Commission and
petitioned the Governor-General of Australia.
The report of the Royal Commission has been

criticised for mistakes, contradictions, omissions,
quotations taken out of context, and a lack of
understanding of some basic scientific principles.
Moreover, volume 3 of the report, dealing with birth
defects, contains verbatim or with minor changes 22
out of 59 pages of the submission from Monsanto
Australia Ltd, manufacturers of herbicides, without
acknowledging the source of this material (J K
Pollack, 1989, personal communication).
Our difficulties were compounded by presenting

our data in a raw state to the Royal Commission.
We did this under the naive impression that a
preliminary discussion would be helpful. The Com-
mission, however, regarded our contribution as a
fully analysed and completed study with objectives
directed towards implicating Agent Orange as a
cause of birth defects, an interpretation quite
contrary to our stated intention. Accordingly, as
stated by one of us with some irony, presentation of
preliminary data did not constitute "a proper pro-
fessional exercise".
Dr Adena puts forward a conspiracy theory about

our data collectors and other curious interpretations
of our evidence produced during cross examination
by Monsanto's barrister and counsel assisting the
Commission. After being dealt with separately like
hostile witnesses in a criminal action, we were
denied the usual courtroom privilege of a 'friendly'
barrister who would have encouraged us to give our
version of what we were trying to do. Dr Field was
not "shown to be misleading in her collation of
data"; she merely would not agree with the idio-
syncratic classification of mortality rates adopted by
the Commission. Nor did the Commission accept
that tumours of childhood with a potential for local
malignancy (for example, teratoma, lipoblastoma,
or hamartoma) could be termed 'malignant'.

Remaining points of Dr Adena's criticism are dealt
with in our paper. It would be interesting to know
what Dr Adena thinks about the latest analyses of
the massive Ranch Hand study of US Air Force
personnel who served in Vietnam,' which contain
strong support for our findings on birth defects
among offspring of Australian veterans.

This exchange in these pages has, we suspect, as
much to do with the reputations of those who were
assisting the Royal Commission as it has to do with
the health of veterans and their families. We are
convinced that the Australian Royal Commission
was a monument to the conceptual gulf between
lawyers searching for a guilty or innocent verdict on
an enormously complex issue and those of us who
attempt to explain what we actually observe. By
electing to exonerate Agent Orange as a factor in
the causation of subsequent birth defects, the Royal
Commission had to reject any evidence suggestive of
adverse reproductive outcomes. We contend that we
and others have provided evidence of reproductive
difficulties associated with service in Vietnam.
Dr Adena, who supports a flawed and inappropriate
process to denigrate our study, has not persuaded us
that our demonstration of real and extensive human
detriment in veterans' families is some mirage
arising from methodological inadequacies.
Having completed our response to Dr Adena's

criticism we have been sent a similar but more
lengthy critique from Dr Hall (a psychologist) and
Dr MacPhee (a microbiological scientist), who were
also consultants to the Australian Royal Commis-
sion. They add little to what was claimed by Dr
Adena to which we have responded above or
covered in our paper. We do not wish to prolong this
tedious intra-Australian dispute by reiterating what
we actually did as opposed to what lawyers sus-
pected us to have done. However, there is one
aspect of the criticism of Drs Hall and MacPhee that
indicates their lack of understanding about the
origins of birth defects and why they ignore our
conclusions on tumours, pregnancy losses, and other
adverse reproductive outcomes. Under the heading
Biological implausibility they appear unable to
distinguish between single mutagenic and polygenic
effects, assuming we were investigating the former
when we were clearly addressing the latter. Their
dogmatic assertions about what is or is not causally
plausible are meaningless to investigators of genetic
variation in humans.

During this dispute, the Australian National
University conducted in April a two day review
symposium on the interpretation of scientific evi-
dence by the Royal Commission under the title of
Evatt Revisited (Mr Justice Evatt was the Royal
Commissioner). Although Dr MacPhee and another

606

copyright.
 on M

ay 22, 2023 by guest. P
rotected by

http://jm
g.bm

j.com
/

J M
ed G

enet: first published as 10.1136/jm
g.26.9.606 on 1 S

eptem
ber 1989. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://jmg.bmj.com/


Correspondence

former consultant attempted to support the scientific
arguments and conclusions of the Royal Commis-
sion, the symposium overwhelmingly rejected their
claims and favoured contrary evidence and interpre-
tations from other sources. It appears to us that the
Royal Commission has produced another group of
casualties: those consultants and former investi-
gators who convince nobody by clinging to the
wreckage of a dubious process in which they were

involved.
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[This correspondence is now closed. Ed.]
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