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WASHINGTON - Congress should hold hearings and pass legislation that would curb the military's mandatory anthrax vaccine program, U.S. Rep. Spencer Bachus says. 

"In a time when all branches of our military are having trouble recruiting and retaining quality personnel, the last thing our government should be doing is driving people away from military service," the Vestavia Hills Republican said in an interview last week. 

"Unfortunately, the Defense Department's mandatory anthrax vaccination program is having just such an effect." 



Politics


Several pilots in the Birmingham-based 117th Air National Guard said recently they will leave the military rather than be subjected to a mandatory anthrax vaccination. 

The wife of one 117th pilot has become so concerned that she formed a spouses' support group, called Protecting Our Guardians. The group is circulating a petition urging Congress to approve legislation that would suspend the vaccine program or make it voluntary. 

The vaccine is being administered to protect American troops against the biological warfare agent anthrax, but some servicemen have reported side effects, including fever, muscle pain, soreness and dizziness. 

Hearings sought 

Bachus wrote to the chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, Rep. Floyd Spence, R-S.C., recently asking that the panel convene hearings on two bills dealing with the issue. 

One bill would suspend the vaccine program until an independent study by the National Institutes of Health is conducted on the safety and effectiveness of the vaccine. 

The legislation also would suspend the vaccine program until a separate study by the General Accounting Office is completed on the effect the program is having on morale, recruitment and retention. 

The second bill would make the anthrax vaccination program voluntary, which is the policy of the U.S. State Department for its personnel stationed overseas. 

Defense Secretary William Cohen last year ordered all 2.4 million active duty and reserve troops to get the anthrax vaccine, and so far about 340,000 service members have been immunized. 

The Defense Department insists the vaccine is safe and that the six-shot regimen - including an annual booster - is the only known way to prevent rapid deaths in troops who inhale anthrax. 

Quit military 

But the adverse side effects, questions about proper dosage and lack of data on potential long-term effects of the vaccine, have prompted more than 200 resignations from the military, while another 220 who refused the vaccine have been disciplined or are awaiting disciplinary action, Bachus said. 

Several part-time pilots with the 117th air refueling wing told The Birmingham News recently that they would leave the service before taking the vaccine. 

The pilots, who also fly professionally for Federal Express and other carriers, expressed particular concern that the vaccine's side effects could force them to surrender their civilian pilot licenses. The Federal Aviation Administration, however, has said the vaccines wouldn't be a cause for disqualification unless the side effects were significant. 

The issue is particularly sensitive for 117th pilots such as Capt. Reid Alan Armistead, of Birmingham, who is a full-time guardsman with no civilian job to fall back on. 

It's Armistead's wife, Marguerite Majilton, who recently formed the Protecting Our Guardians support group, and who is circulating the petition to Congress. 

"I don't want to take it, but I don't want to be unemployed either," Armistead, 31, said in a telephone interview. "I love my job, and the people at the base have been real good to me. I don't want to leave but I feel like I'm being forced to leave. This is my body, the only one I'm going to get. If they screw this vaccine up, it's going to be me who suffers. I don't want to gamble with my health like that." 

Ms. Majilton, 29, who has an 8-month-old daughter, raised concerns about the possibility of birth defects resulting from the inoculations. 

"We don't want our daughter to be an only child," she said. "We want more children. But I've seen a lot of anecdotal evidence ... that there's an increase in birth defects after people have taken this vaccine." 

No evidence seen 

The Pentagon, however, said that in nearly 30 years of licensed use of the anthrax vaccine, there is no evidence of reproductive problems, including fertility, birth defects or miscarriage. 

Nevertheless, Ms. Majilton said she and her husband are "waiting for God's burning bush to show us what to do." 

"In the meantime we can try to encourage Congress to pass legislation and hope we won't have to choose between his career and gambling with his health," she said. 

The Pentagon considers anthrax, a virulent disease that causes death within a few days, among the greatest biological weapon threats to U.S. forces. It is a naturally occurring bacteria found in domesticated animals. 

A dried form of anthrax spores can be loaded into artillery shells, bombs and missiles or can be sprayed from planes. Although anthrax has never been used in combat, the Pentagon fears Iraq, North Korea and other countries - as well as terrorist groups - might try. 

"If we are attacked with this agent and we have a force that's vaccinated, our soldiers, sailors and marines will survive," Lt. Gen. Ronald Blanck, the Army's surgeon general, recently testified before Congress. But without it, he added, soldiers "will inevitably die." 
