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m Study finds high incidence of deadly liver parasite

& Untreated fluke associated with rare cancer

'BY MARTIN C. EVANS

martin.evans@newsday.com

At least five of 50 Vietnam
War combat veterans who par-
ticipated in a Veterans Affairs
study have tested positive for a

“waterborne parasite that’s rare

beyond Asia, hides unseen in
the body for decades and can
cause a deadly form of liver can-
cer, according to interviews
and documentation provided
by participants in the study.

The survey was conducted
last spring at the VA Medical
Center at Northport.

Four of the survey partici-
pants — the fifth has since died
— said they know of nine others
who have tested positive for the
parasite. If confirmed, that
would bring to 14, or more than

| one in four, the number of study

participants shown to have har-
bored the parasite, known as
river fluke.

The four men, who each

shared with Newsday a VA let-
ter confirming their positive re-
sult, say they want Northport
to release the survey immedi-
ately and to encourage all who
served in Vietnam to be tested.

The fifth Vietnam veteran
known to have tested positive,
Jim Delgiorno, died Oct. 3 of
cholangiocarcinoma, a rare can-
cer associated with the parasite,
said his wife, Elizabeth. And Ger-
ald “Jerry” Chiano, a Valley
Stream Vietnam vet who was
not part of the study because he
was already known to have har-
bored liver fluke, died Sunday of
the same disease.

“We thought that by taking the
test, we would be raising aware-
ness and saving the lives of oth-
ers,” said Port Jefferson Station
resident Gerald Wiggins, 69,
who served in Vietnam in 1968
and 1969, and who tested posi-
tive for one species of the fluke.
“We never thought we would be
fighting for our own lives.”

A spokesman for Northport
said the VA has not urged all
Vietnam veterans to be tested
because “no definitive link has
been made between the para-
site and liver cancer.” He said
the study’s results will not be re-
leased until they have been
peer-reviewed and published
by a medical journal.

“VA is not taking this lightly,
but until further research, a rec-
ommendation cannot be made
either way,” Northport
spokesman Todd Goodman
said in an email.

Northport’s liver fluke study
was conducted between April
and June by the agency’s chief of
infectious diseases, Dr. George
Psevdos, who took blood sam-
ples that were sent to Seoul Na-
tional University in South Korea.
According to The Associated
Press, Sung-Tae Hong, the Seoul
parasitologist who evaluated the
samples, said he found evidence
of liver fluke in more than 20 per-
cent.

Some activists have likened
the seriousness of vets’ fluke ex-
posure to Agent Orange, a class
of dioxin-contaminated herbi-
cides believed to have tainted

Vietnam War vestige

hundreds of thousands of U.S.
troops.

Since 2013, the VA has re-
ceived 240 disability claims re-
lated to “cholangio or intrahep-
atic conditions” — bile-duct
cancers and other maladies as-
sociated with liver fluke, the
agency said. It had rejected
more than 76 percent of those
claims.

According to the Centers for
Disease Control, untreated
liver fluke infestations are a se-
rious menace that “can lead to
cancer, which e¢an be fatal.”

The parasite spends part of its
life cycle in a variety of freshwa-
ter snails. The snails release a vir-
ulent form of the fluke, which
can be passed into humans
through contaminated drinking
water or undercooked fish. The
parasite can survive for decades
without detection. Infestations
can be eliminated with oral
doses of praziquantel and/or tri-
clabendazole, according to the
World Health Organization.

Two months before Del-
giorno died, he told Newsday
he had been stationed near the
Laotian border with the 10lst
Airborne Division, from 1968 to

1969.

“We all drank the water from
the rivers,” he told Newsday in
July. “It was hot, and you drank
water where you could find it.”

Delgiorno’s wife Elizabeth
said he had been diagnosed
with cholangiocarcinoma.

“The tumors just took over,”
she said.

The other four men inter-
viewed by Newsday were in-
formed of the results over the
summer in letters signed by
Psevdos.

“The result was positive for
exposure to the C.sinesis para-
site,” Wiggins’ letter read.

John Butzgy, 65, a former
Army truck driver °from
Seaford who served in Viet-
nam in 1972, said he has
wanted to be evaluated since
reading about the parasite in a
July Newsday article. He won-
ders if his medical problems
— he said he frequently vom-
its bile and has been diag-
nosed with a fatty liver — are
related.

“I just want to be tested be-
fore I die,” Butzgy said. “I don’t
want to be on the obituary page
next year.”



