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gee and Disaster Response. At first Roberts

accompanied the Iraqi physicians who were

conducting the interviews. But after police
detained two of them, Roberts and the doc-
tors decided he should stay behind. “They
all realized that being with an American
was something radioactive,” he says.

Sowhile Roberts satin his hotel room, his
research teams fanned out across the coun-
try, following the approach he had used in
the Congo five years earlier. The technique,
known as a two-stage cluster survey, works
much like an opinion poll in which inter-
views with a random sampling of people
are extrapolated to reflect the views of an
entire population. Roberts’ teams surveyed
990 households located near 33 randomly
selected spots, more than the minimum
number of “clusters” epidemiologists con-
sider necessary to get an accurate picture of
what’s going on in a country.

Upon returning home, he and Burnham
analyzed the data. They were floored: In
the 18 months after the Amencan invasion,
the numbers suggested, roughly 100,000
Iraqgis had died as a result of the war, 60
percent of them violently. That dwarfed
the figure from the widely cited website
Iraq Body Count, which had tallied no
more than 23,000 deaths by scouring press
reports and official documents. The Iraqi
government’s numbers were also much
lower. The researchers sent their study to
the prestigious medical journal The Lancet,
which-published itia October-2004.—

The unexpectedly large death toll elicited
skepticism, and questions about the meth-
odology. The study had a wide “confidence
mterval” of 8,000 to 194,000. “This isn’t an
estimate. It’s a dart board,” scoffed Slate
military writer Fred Kaplan.

But leading epidemiologists and statisti-
cians insist the study is valid. A confidence
interval is structured like a bell curve, with
the numbers in the bulging middle far
more likely to be accurate than those at the
tapering ends. It was a larger interval than
Roberts and Burnham had hoped for—a
consequence of their sample size and the
uneven distribution of violence in Iraq.
That didn’t render their estimate meaning-
less, however, just easy to dismiss. “I ex-
pected to be criticized,” says Roberts, who
has since joined the public health faculty at
Columbia University. “I was more struck
by the lack of press coverage.”

He didn’t help matters by telling report-
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ers he’d opposed the invasion, leading the
AP to suggest that the study’s timing was
politically motivated. Critics, meanwhile,
have questioned Roberts’ decision, in the
year following the Lancet article, to launch
a short-lived congressional run in upstate
New York as a pro-science, anti-war Demo-
crat. Roberts resents the notion that scien-
tists should stay out of politics. “Everyone
who writes about public health problems
wants them solved,” he says. “No one who
writes about measles is neutral.”

Roberts’ politics don’t bother John
Tirman, who runs the Center for Inter-
national Studies at MIT. “I thought it ex-
plained as few other things had the origins
of the insurgency,” he says of the study.
“In a country like Iraq where there are very
strong kinship networks, where if some-
one is attacked and killed it obligates 2
very large number of men to defend the
community, this large scale of violence
suggested that there were a large number
of Iragis that were essentially being drawn
into the insurgency by the way the inva-
sion and occupation was conducted.”

Tirman (who—full ‘disclosure—served
as a board member for Mother Jones’ par-

nior high school, no less an entire country,
using only 47 cluster points.”

“That’s wrong,” says Jennifer Leaning, a
professor at Harvard University’s School of
Public Health. “You can sample very large
populations with 33 clusters.” Other epide-
miologists I contacted agreed.

But there were some valid critiques:
By their own admission, Roberts and
Burnham had to rely on outdated popu-
lation estimates to set up the Iraq study,
which overlooked war-induced migration
as a result. Michael Spagat, an economist
at the University of London, argued that
the way the interviewers chose their start-
ing points—they’d abandoned the hand-
held Gps devices used in the first study,
deeming them a.security risk—would have
led them to homes near main thorough-
fares, where IED explosions would be more
common. And because the lead authors
weren’t on hand to monitor the second
survey, Spagat and others have suggested
that the interviewers simply lied. (That the
new results agreed with the team’s earlier
findings for the same period suggests that
the doctors did their job properly.)

In any case, such problems are common

According to one survey, Americans estimate that about
10,000 Iraqi civilians have died in the Iraq War. The

truth, scientists say, could be at least 40 times worse.

ent foundation during the-1990s)-helped-

secure funding through MIT for a second,
larger survey. In the spring and summer of
2006, the team’s researchers canvassed the
country yet again, visiting more than 1,800
households clustered around 47 sites. As
of that July, Roberts and Burnham would
later estimate, the war had claimed about
655,000 Iraqi lives, suggesting that about
1 in 7 Iraqi families had lost someone be-
cause of the ongoing violence. As in the
first study, there was a wide confidence
interval—plus or minus about 275,000
deaths. But even the low end of the range
suggested a death toll far beyond anything
previously reported.

That October, after the new findings ap-
peared in The Lancet, the critics pounced,
again honing in on what they called fuzzy
math. In a Wall Street Journal op-ed Steven
E. Moore, a pollster and former adviser to
Coalition Provisional Authonty chief Paul
Bremer, declared, “I wouldn’t survey a ju-

in-war zones;-according to nearly a dozen
leading survey statisticians and epidemi-
ologists I spoke with. “Iraq is not an ideal
condition in which to conduct a survey, so
to expect them to do the same things that
you would do in a survey in the United
States 1s really not reasonable,” says Da-
vid Marker, a senior statistician with the
research corporation Westat. Even if the
outdated population data led the research-
ers to a 20 percent overestimate, Marker ex-
plains, the revised death toll would still be
at least a couple hundred thousand. “These
methodological concerns don’t change the
basic message.”

The White House struck back with its
own basic message: The study was bunk.
Never mind that Roberts and Burnham
had used methods similar to those em-
ployed for the Kosovo survey and others
approvingly cited by the Bush administra-
tion. With the notable exception of This
American Life producer Alex Blumberg,
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most reporters dutifully slapped Roberts’
research with the “ccontroversial” label.
And when asked about the study directly,
President Bush declared that it had been
“pretty well discredited.”

“By whom? By him and his political
staff?” snaps Bradley Woodruff, who re-
tired last year from his job as a senior cDC
epidemiologist. Woodruff has conducted
mortality surveys himself, and considers
Roberts’ research solid. But when CBS’s
60 Minutes sought to interview Woodruff
about the Lancet study in 2007, the cpc
wouldn’t allow it. And when Rep. Dennis
Kucinich invited Woodruff to Washington
to discuss the study, his bosses nixed that,
too. “I never had this kind of censorship
under previous administrations,” he says.

MORE THAN two years later, the Iraq study
remains mired in controversy. But oth-
er recent findings suggest that Roberts
and Burnham were on the right track. In
the summer of 2006, the World Health
Organization conducted a large family
health survey along with Irag’s Ministry
of Health, interviewing about five times
as many people as Roberts and Burnham
had, and in a more distributed fashion. In
August, Mohamed Ali, a WHO statistician,
reported his preliminary results to col-
leagues at a Denver statistics conference:
Nearly 397,000 Iragis had died because of
the war as of July 2006.

That number falls at the low end of
Roberts and Burnham’s confidence inter-
val, which ranges from roughly 393,000
to 943,000. But while epidemiologists and
statisticians are still pondering questions
raised by differences between the two sur-
veys, there’s no longer much doubt among
them that Iraq’s civilian casualties number
in the hundreds of thousands.

This grim statistic continues to elude
most Americans. According to a Febru-
ary 2007 AP poll, Americans’ median
estimate of the number of Iraqis killed
since the invasion was just 9,890. And
while the Pentagon has presented limited
estimates of civilian casualties, it has yet
to release any numbers for the total toll
since the invasion.

Roberts had set out to provide a legitimate
number that might be used to inform pub-
lic policy. For now, at least, that policy has
been to keep the truth buried in academic
journals—and beneath the sands of Iraq. m
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as the measure for your action
and solve the problems of the world.”

The world has had enough of hunger, injustice and war.
Now, extraordinary help is at hand. Maitreya, the World
Teacher, has come with a group of highly advanced
teachers, who have long guided humanity from behind the
scenes. They are now returning to the everyday world to
help us solve the critical global problems that threaten the
very future of the planet.

Maitreya is here to inspire us to live together peacefully as
one human family, to share the world’s food and resources
so that all have the basic necessities of life; food, shelter,
health care, and education. His open mission in the world is
about to begin.
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