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Summary of key messages
• High dust/ particulate matter (PM 10) and noise levels
at Bagram Airﬁeld are the hazards of most concern.
• Conditions at Bagram Airﬁeld should not cause any
long-term health effects.
• Ongoing environmental monitoring and protective
measures are in place to ensure that health risks are
minimized.
Introduction
In November 2001, American and Allied troops began
working at Bagram Airﬁeld in support of Operation Enduring
Freedom. It is at the site of an old airﬁeld once occupied
by the Soviet Union during their conﬂict in Afghanistan,
and has since been abandoned. Initially, conditions were
quite harsh, but progressive environmental protection
measures have been and continue to be put in place. It is
still an active site supporting Operation Enduring Freedom,
so thousands of service members (mostly Army and Air
Force, but some Marines) from various Guard, Reserve,
and active duty units have worked here, or are scheduled
to go there soon. Some people who worked there are
concerned that the environmental conditions may have
affected their health. This information sheet provides
background information and answers to some of the more
common questions.
What are conditions like at Bagram Airﬁeld?
As its name implies, the site was and continues to be used
as an airﬁeld. It was environmentally damaged extensively
during the Soviet occupation in the 1980s. Conditions
are usually harshest when a site is ﬁrst occupied; but at
Bagram Airﬁeld, improvements to the living and working
conditions have been and are constantly being made.
Although most areas have been cleared, extensive debris
from destroyed aircraft and buildings litter the area.
Numerous explosions, attacks, and plane crashes during
the Soviet occupation could have caused or worsened any
existing contamination, and have also resulted in extensive
unexploded ordnance (UXO) in the area.
What kind of environmental assessment was done at
Bagram and what was found?
At any new site, an occupational and environmental
baseline survey is a required part of the health risk
assessment process (Department of Defense Instruction
6490.3). Two environmental assessments have been
performed at Bagram Airﬁeld (Nov 01, July 02). Although
these efforts were somewhat limited because of the
presence of extensive UXOs and mined areas that had
not been cleared, they improved by the second survey,

and provided good information regarding environmental
conditions at the site. These assessments involved:
• Collecting and analyzing samples of soil, air, and water
for the presence of radioactivity, metals and various
organic compounds, such as cleaning solvents, PCBs
and pesticides;
• Sampling paint, tiles and other bulk or unknown
materials; and
• Surveying for radiofrequency radiation and noise.
Results indicate that high dust (particulate matter or PM
10) and noise levels are the hazards of most concern.
Asbestos-containing tiles and insulation were noted on the
ground or around some pipes, but were not in a form that
would go into the air easily. Based on sampling data, the
air did not contain asbestos ﬁbers. One small radioactive
source was found in one old aircraft and this was disposed
of properly, but would not have posed a health hazard
to personnel there. Bulk samples of unknown materials
in the metals shop area were considered hazardous
(contained acids and metals), and were marked “off
limits” until proper disposal. Old motor oil was found near
abandoned generators, and has since been properly
disposed. Sampling results show that there are no other
soil, air, water, radioactivity, radiofrequency radiation, or
lead-based paint concerns. As stated, dust levels in the
air are generally high at Bagram, as they are across the
entire region, and will vary with the season and weather.
What protective steps have been taken to minimize
potential exposures that might affect health or safety
at Bagram Airﬁeld?
Since Nov 01, various recommendations have been made
to prevent exposures that might affect health or safety, in
addition to the usual preventive controls and processes
that are part of any deployment. Speciﬁc actions that have
been taken to ensure Force Health Protection at Bagram
Airﬁeld include:
• Minimizing dust levels by applying water, gravel or
paving on dust-prone areas;
• Using proper protective equipment (dust respirators,
gloves, etc) when cleaning up buildings and debris
(especially in formerly industrial areas);
• Cleaning and disposing of debris, including asbestos
shingles (which requires proper protective gear and
training);
• Avoiding any future contamination by handling
chemicals currently in use very carefully (spill control,
etc);
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• Directing personnel to avoid areas marked off-limits;
• Remaining indoors/protected during dust storms;
• Directing personnel to avoid any obviously stained soil
until it can be investigated;
• Constructing noise barriers near loud sources. Those
who work in known high-noise areas attend regular
noise protection training, and wear appropriate
protective gear; and
• Monitoring the air quality.
How would Bagram Airﬁeld and regional exposures
affect health?
The most common complaints from personnel who have
served here likely include those related to the more
primitive living conditions; sanitation procedures used in
this region of the world; and extensive dust and noise.
In addition, some have voiced concern about potential
exposures and odors, such as from the disposal or burning
of waste/garbage, destroying of unexploded ordnance,
and the presence of rodents/insects or infectious diseases.
Although it is not likely that time spent at Bagram Airﬁeld
would result in any long-term health effects, some people
may experience more physical symptoms than others.
Dust is an irritant that bothers some people more than
others. Symptoms such as coughing, sneezing, sinus and
respiratory irritation, nasal drainage (“drip”), and sore throat
are common during peak periods. People with asthma
or allergies may notice their usual symptoms worsen, or
they may need more medicine than usual. These effects
usually go away quickly after the local weather improves.
Permanent health effects are uncommon. Older adults
with cardiovascular or respiratory disease might also be
especially susceptible. Irritated eyes and skin are also
common in areas with blowing sand. Although asbestos
was found, any health risk from it is very small because
asbestos was not detected in the air and therefore would not
be inhaled. Trained workers wearing appropriate protective
gear removed and disposed of the asbestos tiles/ insulation
to further limit potential exposure to others.
Besides respiratory complaints, the other common
medical problems of personnel stationed to a new or
more primitive area such as Afghanistan usually involve
the gastrointestinal (GI) tract and the skin. Personnel are
exposed to new food and water supplies (including some
which are labeled as “nonpotable”, but service members
may use anyway, e.g. to brush their teeth), as well as lower
levels of sanitation (e.g. primitive latrines or port-a-johns,
fewer hand-washing facilities, unfamiliar garbage disposal
processes). Add to that the physical and mental stresses
that personnel face, and it is not unusual that GI symptoms
can be very common. Skin complaints can also be linked to
the lower sanitation levels (e.g. fewer showers, less access
to laundry facilities), new and different exposures (e.g.
locally produced products, laundry detergent and soap,
etc), the harsher, drier weather conditions, etc. These can
lead to new or worsen existing allergic or irritating rashes
or skin conditions.

Infectious diseases in the area are also a threat, which is
why all Service Members receive appropriate vaccines or
preventive medications (e.g., to prevent malaria), personal
protective equipment, and education about the steps
they can take to protect their health prior to deploying. In
addition to the more usual causes for upper respiratory,
GI and skin symptoms and fever that a soldier might get
in the States, there are some causes found in the local
Afghanistan area that are not common in the U.S. (such
as malaria or leishmaniasis). Also, tuberculosis is a much
bigger threat. Insects and rodents can carry disease, so
pest control methods were put in place early on at Bagram
Airﬁeld to try to minimize the spread of disease.
Some people may experience depression, anxiety, or
unexplained physical symptoms (fatigue, subjective
memory and concentration problems, chronic pain, or an
irritable bowel). Such symptoms can appear for many
reasons and most commonly occur in people without any
known exposure to environmental contaminants. Any new
information about Bagram Airﬁeld exposures or associated
health effects will be disseminated via websites (see ﬁnal
section of this sheet), updated fact sheets, and brieﬁngs by
site preventive medicine personnel.
What can I do to protect my health?
The medications provided to you pre-, during and postdeployment are part of your best defense against the
diseases common in Southwest Asia, and in most
deployment locations in this region of the world. Take all
medications/ vaccines/ preventive measures as instructed.
If in doubt, or if you believe you are having side effects from
them, see your health care provider. It is also important to
remember that the most common causes of poor health
are preventable. Take care of yourself by following a
health lifestyle (don’t smoke or chew tobacco, get regular
exercise, eat a nutritious diet, drive safely, play smart, and
drink alcohol in moderation, if at all). Also pay attention to
the environment at your work, at home, and where you
play. Correct any hazards within your control and report
any unsafe conditions you can’t ﬁx to appropriate ofﬁcials.
Should I go to the clinic?
You certainly should seek care if you feel sick or have any
health concerns. Stress and mental health difﬁculties are
very common under these circumstances, but they are
treatable and you should seek help for these. You may
also want to talk to a health care provider even if you feel
well, especially if you are wondering about things that
could happen in the future. Another reason could be if your
family members have questions or concerns related to your
service overseas.
What if I’m not on active duty status?
This document cannot fully address the different health
care beneﬁts available to each component service. Be
sure and talk to your local beneﬁts advisor. The Veterans
Administration (VA) is one option. Recent legislation allows
the VA to provide health care at no cost to all combat
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veterans for any illnesses that are at least conceivably
related to military service, such as potential health effects
from possible environmental exposures that occurred
during deployment. The service is available to all combat
veterans, including National Guard and Reserve members
no longer on extended active duty, for a period of two years
after their separation from military service, and the veteran
is not required to prove a connection to military service.
Veterans who supported this current deployment will be
covered.

Summary of key messages
• High dust (particulate matter (PM 10) and noise levels
are the hazards of most concern.
• Conditions at Bagram Airﬁeld should not cause any longterm health effects.
• Ongoing environmental monitoring and protective
measures in place ensure that health risks are
minimized.

Where can I get more information?
U.S. Center for Health Promotion and Preventive Medicine
(USACHPPM)
Phone: 1-800-222-9698
http://chppm-www.apgea.army.mil
Deployment environmental sampling and risk assessment:
410-436-7282/ 6096
General medical information: 410-436-2578
Air Force Institute for Occupational Health (AFIOH)
Phone: 1-888-232-ESOH (3764)
http://starview.brooks.af.mil/aﬁoh/
General medical information: 210-536-1788

Navy Environmental Health Center (NEHC)
Phone: 757-953-0700
http://www-nehc.med.navy.mil
General medical information: 757-953-0778
Deployment Health Clinical Center (DHCC)
Phone: 866-559-1627
http://www.pdhealth.mil/
Department of Veterans Affairs
http://www.va.gov/environagents
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