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TALKING PAPER 

ON 

“HE ARCTIC AEROMEDICAL LABORATORY THYROID FUNCTION STUDY 

(INSTITUTE OF MEDICINE (IOM) REPORT) 

- The Air Force (AF) agrees with the IOM conclusion that “the AAL thyroid function study 
caused no physical harm to the subjects.” 

- The AF also agrees with the IOM conclusion that, although no harm was done to the Alaska 
Natives or US Servicemen, questionable ethical practices did occur based upon today’s 
understanding and application of the ethical principles of autonomy, justice and beneficence 

- The AF does not agree with the IOM conclusion that the experiments were conducted without 
informed consent, according to standards of the time-that the practices that occurred would 
likely have been avoided by the AF with appropriate application of standards of the time 

- The IOM correctly points out that the practices evidenced the difficulty within medical and 
research communities to understand and consistently formulate or apply the principles of the 
Nuremberg Code 

- The AF has strong reservations with IOM’s use of the terns ”wrongs” and “erors of the time,” 
since the evaluation is retrospective, applying current IegaUethical standards to a time prior to 
development of those standards 

- The phrase informed consent did not come into use until 1957 

-- A clear move toward systematic reform of research practice and application of the Code’s 
principles did not occur in the US untiI the 1960s and 1970s 

-- Modern guidelines did not take shape until 1974 with the Department of Health, Education 
and Welfare guidelines codified for conduct of social and behavioral research 

-- Public Law 93-348 (1974) created the National Commission for Protection of Human 
Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research which issued the Belmont Report 

--- The Belmont Report, issued by the Commission in 1979, was the first document to 
clearly define the basic ethical principles of respect for persons (autonomy), beneficence and 
justice 
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-- The Common Federal Rule of 1991 outlined responsibilities and practical application of the 
principles at all levels of the research community. Despite this codification, the application of 
the principles of justice & beneficence remain a subject of active discussion at the national level 

- The IOM report accurately states that "application and implementation of the Principles of the 
Nuremberg Code were sporadic and inconsistent during this period" 

- Therefore, the Air Force feels there was no consistent STANDARD OF THE TIME in the 
1950s 

-- The AAL researchers were conscientious scientists who held a genuine belief, justified at the 
time, that their research was both hannless and important 

-- The questionable practices that occurred relative to autonomy and cultural sensitivity may 
have reflected lack of a uniform standard, but were a conscientious attempt by the researchers to 
apply the principles as best they knew 

- IOM points out that the Department of Defense, through the Wilson Memo of 1953, was the 
fvst government agency to attempt to adopt the principles of the Nuremberg Code 

- The IOM report appears to link the AAL study to the "standard of the time" by addressing the 
Wilson Memo statmg that "the Air Force Surgeon General became responsible for ensuring that 
(these) consent requirements were met by the physicians under his command, including the AAL 

-- Paragraph 1 of the Wilson Memo (Appendix D, IOM Report) specifically states that the 
policy set forth wiU govern u e  of human volunteers by the Department of Defense in 
experimental research in thefieldr of atomic, biological andlor chemical wcyfarre I_ 

-- The purpose of the FLAL study, despite exposure of human subjects to ionizing radiation, was 
not to conduct research in the feld of atomic, biological andor chemical warfare. Rather, it was 
a physiological study evaluating the role of the thyroid in cold adaptation 

(Note: The physicians and researchers at the AAL were not under USAFISG Command) 

- In summary, the Air Force recognizes and apologizes for any perceived shortcomings in the 
treatment of Alaska Natives and Servicemen who participated in this study. As recommended by 
the IOM, the AF will endeavor to inform subjects or families of their participation; provide this 
study and information on other studies conductcd at the AAL from 1948-1967 to health care 
providers, tribal governments, and other key figures in relevant Alaska Native villages; and will 
continue to attempt identification of other participants in the study. 
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AWSG STATEMENT ON 

THE ARCTIC AEROMEDICAL LABORATORY THYROID FUNCTION STUDY 

(INSTITUTE OF MEDICINE REPORT) 

The Air Force agrees with the Institute of Medicine (IOM) conclusion that “the 
AAL thyroid function study caused no physical harm to the subjects.” The Air Force also 
agrees with the IOM condusion that, although no harm was done to the Alaska natives or 
U.S. servicemen, questionable ethical practices did occur based upon today’s 
understanding and application of the ethical principles of autonomy, justice and 
beneficence. However, the Air Force does not agree with the IOM conclusion that the 
experiments were conducted without informed consent according to the standards ofthe 
time. The Air Force has strong reservations with IOM’s use of the terms, “wrongs,” and 
‘‘errors of the time,” since the evaluation is retrospective, applying current legallethical 
standards to a time before development of those standards. In effect, there was no 
consistent standard of the time in the 1950s. While questionable practices that occurred 
relative to autonomy and cultural sensitivity may have reflected lack of a uniform 
standard, they were a conscientious attempt by the researchers to apply the principles as 
best they knew. 

* The Air Force recognizes and apologizes for any perceived shortcomings in the 
treatment of Alaska Natives and servicemen who participated in this study. As 
recommended by the IOM, the Air Force will: (1) endeavor to inform the subjects (or 
their families) of their participation; (2) provide this study and information on other 
studies conducted at the AAL horn 1948-1967 to health care providers, tribal 
governments, and other key figures in relevant Alaska Native villages; and (3) continue to 
attempt identification of other participants in the study. 


