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Orange await proposed 
rel)rocl '''Iing at Seahee Cellh~r 

Chemical company 
seeks reprocessing 
of defoliant on Coast 

By TIMOTHY KRIEHN 
The Houston, Tex., chemical 

company seeking to purify toxic 
Herbicide Orange will propose to 
reprocess more than 800,000 gal­
lons of the chemical at the Seabee 
Center in Gulfport where it has 
been stored for six years. 

Agent Chemical Inc. vice presi­
dent Del Hightower said the firm, 
which completed a pilot project in 
.July at the site, seeks full·scale re· 
processing here because of the 
eeonomic feasibility and because 
the Mississippi Air and Water Pol· 
lution Control Commission has 
said it does not want the contami· 
nated chemical "hauled around 
the state." 

Agent Chemical is awaiting thc 
go· ahead to enter negotiations with 
the federal government to pur· 
chase the herbicide in Gulfport and 
an additional 1.5 million gallons 
stored on Johnston Island in the 
Pacific. 

The company also must obtain a 
permit from California where it 
proposes to bury cartridges con­
taining an isolated contaminant. 

Herbicide Orange, a defoliant 
used by the Air Force in Vietnam 
but banned in 1970 when it was 
linked to birth defects, contains 
TCDD, more commonly called 
dioxin, a highly toxic chemical 
produced in the herbicide's manu· 
facture. 

Officials (rom nine federal agen· 
cies are studying a report submit· 
ted by the firm in July on its latesl 
and apparently successful repro· 
cessing tests. 

Agent Chemical became inter· 
ested In Herbicide Orange in 1975 
after an Ail' Force proposal to inci­
nerate the chemical at sea was 
turned down by the Environmental 
Protection Agency which said po­
tential uses for the chemical 
should be explored. 
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pany. 
In its latest attempt, seven test 

runs were conducted, six of which 
lowered the dioxin level to accept· 
able federal limits. Agent Chemi· 
cal uses a filtration process to 
isolate dioxin in cartridges con· 
taining charcoal. 

Federal officials involved in the 
disposition of Herbicide Orange 
have been described as "edgy" fol· 
lowing a chemical accident last 
month involving dioxin in Italy 
which resulted in the deaths of 
hundreds of animals, the evacua· 
tion of hundreds of people and sev­
eral abortions to women who were 
fearful of giving birth to defective 
babies. 

Although federal officials and 
Hightower say the proposed repro­
cessing is substantially different 
than the manufacturing procedure 
which resulted in the accident in 
Italy the company has been re­
quested by the Defense Supply 
Agency to specify safety precau· 
tions to be used at the Gulfport 
facility. 

The same agency has also reo 
quested the company to detail its 
proposed manufacturing facility 
and to set land requirements and 
where the company proposes to reo 
process the defoliant. 

The Defense Supply Agency is 
the Department of Defense's ad­
ministrator of proper~y disposal. 

The request for more informa­
tion on Agent Chemical's proposal 
came Aug. 5, two days alter a 
meeting in Washington of the fed· 
eral officials studying the firm. 

According to a Defense Supply 
Agency spokesman, the agencies 
are to make recommendations on 
Agent Chemical's proposal early in 
September. A decIsion on whether 
to enter into negotiations with the 
firm for the sale of the herbicide 
would be made "as soon as 
prncticnble," the spokesman said. 
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Reprocessing of Herbicide Orange . Sl 
CONTINla:JJ ~'ROM PA(;~: A-I , uf the state. 

"i~ proposal for full-scale repro· 
ct'~~ing in Gulfport contradict~ 
what the Air I<'orcc's previous lieI" 
bicide Orange project officer, Karl 
Meni II, said last year. Merrill, 
who has since becn assigned other 
duties, said during early stages of 
Agent Chemical's pilot processing 
that if the firm were successful 
and latcr purchased stocks from 
the governmcnt, full-scale work 
would not take placc in Missis· 
sippi. 

they will not permit contnminated 
Herbicide Ornnge to cross their 
borders and Mississippi will not 
permit the chemical to be moved 
in its present stnte, according to 
.John Harper, chief enforcement of­
ficer onhe Mississippi Air nnd Wa­
ter Pollution Control Commission. 

The herbicide has been stored In 
!'i5-gallon drums, some which are 
rusting. Harper indicated that if 
the herbicide Is to be moved, ela­
bOI'ate and perhaps financially 
prohibitive re·storage steps would 
have to be taken and thc chemical 
would havc to be relocated outside 

He said rcprocessing would not 
he conducted in Mississippi 
"anywhere but on thc Seabee base. 
It's thc satest and best for the cnvi­
ronmcnt as a whole." 

During its six-year stay at the 
Seabee Center, the chemical has 
been costing the Air Force $1,000 
11 month in surveillance and reo 
drumming costs. The Air Force 
purchascd all of its Herbicide Or­
ange for about $17 million in thc 
late 1960s. 

But the states of Alabamn, 
Louisiana and Arkansas have said 
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Agent Chcm ic ai's proPQsa I 
partly hinges on an application un-
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minutes and a cemcnt fl . h . . 001' Wit 
SI~-IIICh walls to contain an 
SPilled herbicide. Additionally thY 
plM!t will have to meet fed'era~ 
OcclJpati.onal Safety and Health 
Act reqUIrements. 
A In its report on the pilot project 

gent Chemical demonstrated it 
C()U,~ ~ower the dioxin level In the 
l~cl'blclde to below .1 parts per mil­
lIOn. (PPIll), the level determined 
cnvu'onlllentally acceptable by th' 
'';PA. c 

.The Defense SUpply A enc 
wllhheld results of the t gt y 
tI es and 

o ler relevant information When 
lhe South Mississippi Sun re­
~~~esT~~.~ R~cess to the rcrOl'f lIIlff,.. ,. 

The si~th t~st using herbiCide 
with a hIgh dIoxin level failed to 
produce an environmentally useful 
product. 

But by using a more elaborate 
method In the seventh and final 
lest with a fairly high contami­
nated sameple, the company met 
the .1 ppm level. 

The Defense SUpply Agency 
sPo.ke~lllan confirmed Hightower's 
optl.nlls 111 ove I' the test results. 
saYltlg that Agent Chemical "has 
demonstrated TCDD can be reo 
moved by charcoal process .. 

H~ghtower said that If th~ com­
p~n~ IS able to Pllt'chn~f' thf' """hi 

del' consideration by Califurnia's 
health department to bury car­
tridges containing isolated dioxin 
in lundfills. 

Nine contaminate,d cartridges 
frum the pilot project were sched­
uled to be burled in California by 
the BKK Corp. in July. The con­
tainers were never buried, how­
ever, because neither BKK nor 
Agent Chemical had obta,ined a 
permit, according to Hightower. 

A Defense Supply Agency 
spokesman confirmed the car­
tridges are in California, unburied 
11 nd under "tight security." 

Agent Chemical's application. 
~lIbll1itted last week. seeks author­
it y to bury the nine cartridges and 
those which would be contami­
nated in future reprocessing. 

The accident in Italy has raised 
additional questions concerning 
the dangers dioxin poses and what 
safeguards need to be taken during 
its handling. 

A cloud of gas carrying about 
rour pounds of dioxin crystals de­
scended on Seveso, Italy, after an 
('xplosion at the Swiss·owned Ic­
mesa factory which was manufac­
tlll'ing chemicals for a defoliant. 
The pollution spread over 600 
.. cres, forcing 730· people to eva­
cuate their homes, hospitalizing 35, 
killing hundreds of rabbits, cats, 
chickens and birds and resulting in 
at least three therapeutic abor­
tions. 

Hightower said, however, the ex­
plosion in Italy occurred when the 
chemical came in contact with a 
reactor under high pressure and 
temperature. He said his repro· 
cessing plant is designed to isolate 
the dioxin at a temperature of 
a boul 212 degrees with very low 
pressure and no reactor. Herbicide 
Orlllll!("1'1 hoi Ii IIp." nain! i~ mnrf' Ihnn 


