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Introduction 

 

Thank you Elliot for your generous welcome.  

 

This is my first day of work at the Institute and therefore this meeting couldn’t be more timely.  

Last Friday I finished at the Ford Foundation after 33 years as a grant maker. Some would say I 

am now joining you in the real world!  

 

I am particularly delighted to be in this spot in the real world, the Aspen Institute. Walter 

Isaacson has been a leader on the Agent Orange issue from the very beginning right down to 

today. Elliot Gerson is a deft hand with public policy and I look forward to benefiting from his 

fresh but friendly eye on this issue. I’m particularly pleased to be able to continue to work with 

David Devlin-Foltz, who always puts his finger on the exact point. I have the strong impression 

that although only 20% of David’s time is allocated to the Agent Orange program, what we 

actually see is more like 110%. I don’t think you sleep! And many thanks to James Hoppes, who 

keeps us all moving forward with his steady hand on the tiller.  

 

All of you here today are a reference group of people in Washington—and one growing in 

size—a group of people who cares about the Agent Orange issue, who see its importance and 

want to contribute.  Some of you have gone to Vietnam and returned to become advocates. 

Others have offered perspectives from your agency or organization.  As a result of our 

conversation here at Aspen this afternoon, I trust you will go away, each of you determined and 

able to do more. A second outcome of this meeting is that we here at Aspen will get your ideas 

on what more we need do.  That is what I want to talk about today—where do we go from 

here, the future. Because all of us working together have already shown that Agent Orange is a 

humanitarian concern we can do something about. 

 

This August marks the 50
th

 anniversary of Agent Orange’s first use in Vietnam. Millions of 

Vietnamese citizens and U.S. military personnel were exposed, one way or another, to Agent 

Orange.  Today, the Veterans Administration recognizes 15 diseases and one birth defect 

related to herbicide exposure for American veterans—most of whom were healthy young men. 

Vietnam faces a vastly greater challenge: entire populations in some areas were repeatedly 

sprayed, linked today to a high incidence of birth defects and disabilities. This has been a 

difficult subject in the past.   

 



2 | P a g e  

 

 

We can divide the discussion of Agent Orange into three phases. The frozen period, prior to 

2006-7, the phase of learning to work together from 2007 to 2010-11, and the period we’re 

entering now, getting the job done. 

 

The Frozen Period 

 

During the frozen period, discussions on Agent Orange, to the extent they took place, were 

polarizing. Progress could be measured at all only in millimeters. Between 2000 and 2006 the 

Ford Foundation was able to fund only three activities but these contributed to confidence 

building—that a private American foundation could be neutral, that the two governments could 

begin to work together towards some kind of resolution of the Agent Orange legacy and that 

there was a starting point, the dioxin hotspot hypothesis.  

 

Learning to Work Together 

 

Then a number of remarkable events happened, more or less all at once, between November 

2006 and May 2007, which led to the next phase, learning to work together.   

 

In November 2006 Presidents Bush and Tran Duc Luong issued a joint statement that noted the 

benefit of cleaning up the dioxin-contaminated former storage sites. In early December 

Vietnamese Vice Foreign Minister Le Van Bang invited the Ford Foundation to become more 

engaged with Agent Orange. About the same time Madam Ton Nu Thi Ninh, Vice Chair of the 

Foreign Affairs Committee of the National Assembly and Walter Isaacson agreed to co-chair 

what is now called the U.S. Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin and Susan 

Berresford agreed to be the convener. In late December Tim Rieser and Bobby Muller made a 

fact-finding visit to Vietnam.  

 

In January 2007 Susan Berresford committed the Ford Foundation to extend its work on Agent 

Orange for two years and approved the Foundation’s new Special Initiative on Agent 

Orange/Dioxin.  The Dialogue Group held its first meeting in late January 2007 in Vietnam with 

Walter Isaacson, Bill Mayer and Christy Whitman on the American side, Madame Ninh, 

Professor Vo Quy and Bui The Giang on the Vietnamese side, and Susan Berresford and me. And 

in May 2007 the U.S. Congress appropriated the first $3 million to address the Agent Orange 

legacy in Vietnam.  

 

Learning to work together drew in not just the two governments but also the UN—UNDP and 

Unicef, American NGOs and Vietnamese innovators in local NGOS and provincial and city 

governments in Thai Binh, Quang Tri, Da Nang, Quang Nam, Quang Ngai, Kon Tum, Binh Dinh, 

Dong Nai and Ho Chi Minh City and Da Nang. 

 

So what was accomplished as we learned to work together? By January 2008, the dioxin at the 

Da Nang airport had been successfully contained so that it was no longer a public health threat 

to people living nearby. And by mid-2010 the two governments had completed studies at Da 
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Nang which identified the volume of dioxin-contaminated soil to be treated and the preferred 

technology for clean-up. Most importantly, funds were mobilized for programs which provided 

surgery, therapy, education and training and family support for over 10,000 Vietnamese 

children and young adults with disabilities. These are stories of success. 

 

Getting the Job Done 

 

The transition to the next phase, getting the job done, is a series of equally remarkable events 

which took place between June 2010 and today, May 2, 2011. In June last year the U.S.-

Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin released a Plan of Action.  The principal goals 

of the Plan as you know are to reduce the burden of disability in Vietnam on humanitarian 

grounds regardless of cause and to clean up the dioxin contaminating former U.S. military 

bases. These goals will be achieved by 2020 at a cost of $300 million. 

 

On July 7, 2010 Senators Tom Harkin and Bernie Sanders visited Da Nang, toured the airport 

hotspot and programs benefiting people with disabilities.  On July 27, 2010, at a press 

conference in Hanoi, Secretary of State Clinton said, “The minister and I discussed the concern 

that both Vietnam and the United States have about Agent Orange and the consequences that 

it produced in the people here…I told the minister that I would work to increase our 

cooperation and make even greater progress together. “   

 

In September Senator Patrick Leahy wrote in the Congressional Record that, “…it would be hard 

to overstate the importance the Vietnamese give to addressing the needs of people who have 

been harmed.”  And Secretary Clinton returned to Hanoi last October, where she announced 

U.S. government support for a $34 million project to clean up the dioxin at the Da Nang airport. 

Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung has called the US-Vietnam Dialogue Group Plan a “road map” 

and President Nguyen Minh Triet recently took part in a nationally televised program to 

promote the Plan and the Dialogue Group’s approach. 

 

In March three senior officials from the American embassy—the Defense Attaché, the Director 

of USAID and the Foreign Service Officer responsible for environment and health—visited the 

three principal dioxin hotspots at Da Nang, Phu Cat and Bien Hoa.  Ambassador-Designate 

David Shear’s statement at his April 6th confirmation hearings on April 6th also touched on the 

Agent Orange issue. 

  

“While major strides have been made in our relationship, 15 years is still too 

short to have completely overcome the painful legacy of our past…. By January 

2012, we will have broken ground on a major effort to remediate dioxin residue 

from the soil at Danang Airport, one of several “hotspots” where the defoliant 

Agent Orange was stored during the war. We also continue to provide assistance 

for Vietnam’s disabled citizens, without regard to cause.” 
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On April 8, 2011 the U.S.-Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin held a conference at 

the second dioxin hotspot in Bien Hoa.  The meeting brought together local and national 

government leaders, local and international NGOs and the press. Highlights included 

presentation of the recently completed study of dioxin levels in soils, sediments, foodstuffs and 

people in Bien Hoa, a visit to the dioxin hotspots on the airbase and extensive press coverage of 

the public health risks from fish produced in several local lakes. 

 

I think it is safe to say that one goal has been achieved—given the money, the U.S. government 

is committed to cleaning up the three principal dioxin hotspots and the public health risk they 

represent will be brought to an end. There is now a kind of rolling agenda to do this.  However 

we must not forget the remaining challenge-- how best to bring services and opportunities to 

people with disabilities and their families, especially those whose disabilities may have been 

caused by exposure to dioxin at some time in the past.  

 

The Money 

 

So where do things stand with the money?  The recently approved FY2011 budget contains 

$18.5 million in new funding to continue Agent Orange activities in Vietnam. Of this amount, 

$15.5 million will underwrite the decontamination of the Da Nang dioxin hotspot.  But 

significantly, $3 million is specifically reserved for ‘related health activities.’  We can see a 

definite rising trend in appropriations for Agent Orange: in FY2007 $3million, FY2009 $3 million, 

FY2010 $15 million and now, FY11 $18.5 million for a total of $39.5 million so far. The Ford 

Foundation and other American foundations, UN agencies and other governments have 

contributed $39.9 million so far.  So the total to date is $78.9 million.  As I mentioned a moment 

ago, these funds have already helped NGOs and American and Vietnamese agencies 

demonstrate practical responses to the Agent Orange/Dioxin legacy.   

 

The Aspen Institute 

 

So from today we have entered the third and final phase —getting the job done.  Remember, 

the frozen period, which went on for 30 years, ended only five years ago.  It’s remarkable what 

has been accomplished since 2006. Our collective efforts have created a fine set of 

opportunities. It is critical that the current momentum continues, so that the U.S. and Vietnam 

transform these opportunities into a durable long term solution to the Agent Orange legacy.   

I’m confident that people of good will in both countries will ensure this success.   

 

The Agent Orange in Vietnam Program at the Aspen Institute will pursue a set of activities 

intended to seize the momentum created by the Dialogue Group. Broadly, these efforts include: 

• Building a long-term, sustainable commitment among a wide array of public and private 

sources to address Agent Orange at a scale consistent with the Dialogue Group’s plan of 

action; 
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• Providing expert oversight of projects in Vietnam to ensure that they remained focused 

on needs of affected people and employ cost-effective best practices; 

 

• Publishing periodic reports on the sources and uses of funds and the progress being 

made. 

Reaching the American Public 

 

Finally, I’d like to mention efforts, since 2009 particularly focused efforts, to inform the 

American public and mobilize support for the Dialogue Group’s Plan of Action.  This will bring us 

to our next speaker, Connie Schultz, columnist at the Cleveland Plain Dealer. 

 

A number of American non-profit groups complement the work in Vietnam by direct outreach 

to policy makers, to American companies doing business in Vietnam and to other Americans 

through the media and through groups like Common Cause and Rotary.  Kathy Bonk and Phil 

Sparks of the Communications Consortium Media Center are leaders in framing and telling this 

story. Bob Edgar, the president of Common Cause, is also here today. Bob has now taken two 

delegations of influential Americans to Vietnam—religious leaders in May of last year and in 

March a group of people with public recognition in several areas—religion, public policy, 

disability and the environment.  

 

And the Renaissance Journalism Center at San Francisco State University, led by Prof. Jon 

Funabiki, has developed fresh new reporting on the impact of Agent Orange in Vietnam. Their 

Vietnam Reporting Project has been sending small teams of journalists to Vietnam skilled in 

multi-media reporting of complex issues.  As a result, over the last six months you have been 

witnessing reports on television, radio, the web and in print which describe the challenge of the 

Agent Orange legacy to the Vietnamese, the parallel experiences we are having with this legacy 

in our country, and what’s being done about it.    

 

On January 30
th

 the Cleveland Plain Dealer published an eight page report of extraordinary 

reporting and photography by Connie Schultz and Nick Ut. Their report is not simply 

informative; it is deeply powerful in showing how Ohio and Vietnam are linked by the legacy of 

Agent Orange.   

 

Connie, you and Nick have done an extraordinary piece of work.  We’d like to hear more about 

it from you. 

 

 


