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The Department of Defense has agreed in a court settlement to conduct a major study of possible environmental effects of its biological warfare program, according to attorneys who wrote the agreement 

The department had been sued by biotechnology opponent Jeremy Rifkin, president of the Foundation on Economic Trends, who said the government was violating the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) because it had not considered the biological warfare program's impact on the environment.

Rifkin charged that the many deadly disease organisms being studied for the Pentagon in military, university and commercial laboratories could present a serious hazard if they got out of the labs. His suit also charged that security is so loose, particularly in university labs, that outsiders could enter research areas with relative ease.

In the settlement in the U.S. District Court here, Justice Department Attorney Charles Findlay said the Defense Department did not admit fault or that an environmental impact statement was required by the NEPA in this case.

But, he said, "as an expeditious way to resolve the case," the military agreed to make the impact statement, a document required for federal programs that have serious potential impact on the environment.

Dinah Bear, general counsel of the Council on Environmental Quality and an expert on NEPA cases, said this agreement continues a trend bringing research programs under the act as well as more traditional projects such as dams, highways and nuclear power plants.

The military agreed to publish the impact statement within 15 months. The biological warfare program, as a matter of policy, does not develop offensive weapons. Instead, it studies ways to counter biological warfare agents. It has a budget of about $70 million.

Included in its work are attempts to make protective suits, detection devices and vaccines or antitoxins against such disease organisms as those causing botulism, rickettsia and Venezuelan equine encephalitis.

An environmental impact statement requires that the impact of the program in general be studied, that unlikely but catastrophic accidents be outlined and studied and that other safety questions raised by the public be considered.

In a similar suit last year, Rifkin forced the Defense Department to do a study for a new high-containment laboratory the Army proposes to build at Dugway Proving Ground in Utah. The impact statement in that case is being written.

Rifkin said yesterday that the court action "makes the Department of Defense accountable for the first time for its expanded biological warfare research." In the past six years, the program has grown about four-fold from an annual budget of about $15 million 
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