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US MILITARY SURGEONS IN AFGHANISTAN TREAT CIVILIAN INJURIES
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- At U.S. military facilities in Afghanistan, roughly half of the surgeries done for local civilians 
during more than a decade of war have been for non-combat injuries and health problems, a 
recent study suggests.

From January 2002 through March 2013, a total of 5,786 local civilians underwent 9,428 surgical 
procedures at U.S. military treatment centers in Afghanistan, accounting for 37,121 inpatient 
hospital days, researchers report in JAMA Surgery.

Overall, 2,853 of these patients, or 49 percent, were treated for conditions that werent directly 
related to the war, the study found.

We knew from personal experiences, shared anecdotes, and surveys of deployed personnel that a 
substantial amount of humanitarian care was being performed, said senior study author Air Force 
Lieutenant Colonel Dr. Peter Learn, a researcher at Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in 
Bethesda, Maryland.

Our study offers a much broader accounting and provides some indicators of resources expended, 
Learn said by email. It also uses the context of global burden of surgical disease to demonstrate 
how this care made an impact in a country that still faces substantial health challenges.

For the study, researchers examined military data on noncombatant local patients over the age of 
15 who underwent at least one surgical procedure.

A total of 2,933 procedures were classified as war-related because they dealt with injuries and 
conditions that occurred as a direct consequence of the conflict in Afghanistan, including both 
acute and chronic health issues.

Compared with patients who had war injuries, those treated for non-combat issues were generally 
older and had shorter hospital stays with fewer total procedures and lower death rates, the study 
found.

Traumatic injuries accounted for 2,762 surgical procedures, and these were often orthopedic cases 
involving fractures.

Many cases involved operations to treat common civilian health problems like hernia, cataracts, 
urinary obstruction or appendicitis.

One limitation of the study is that researchers lacked detailed data on the exact medical 



conditions patients had or the precise circumstances that brought them to the hospital.

Still, the results show military treatment facilities in Afghanistan provide a substantial amount of 
civilian care, said Army Colonel Dr. Mary Edwards, a researcher at San Antonio Military Medical 
Center on Fort Sam Houston in Texas, who wasnt involved in the study.

Edwards said this report, and other data cited by the research team, likely underestimate the total 
humanitarian care provided by the U.S. Military in Afghanistan during recent conflicts.

Many surgeries unrelated to combat might have been necessary at least in part because local 
medical services were not readily available after years of war, she said.

During times of war and civil unrest, accidental injury becomes more common, as normal public 
safety measures fail and the existing medical infrastructure of the local community becomes 
disrupted or overwhelmed, Edwards said by email.
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