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Dear Agent Orange Working Group members, 
 
As a number of you know, the Ford Foundation ended its programs in Vietnam in 2009 with the 
exception of grant making on the Agent Orange legacy which continued until April 30, 2011.  
On May 1, 2011 I joined the Aspen Institute to work further on ending the legacy of Agent 
Orange in Vietnam.   This therefore seems a good time to write you about what I think the Ford 
Foundation brought to the Agent Orange issue and to let you know what I expect to be doing at 
Aspen in future. I want to say at the outset how much I appreciate the commitment and expertise 
that all of you are bringing to the solution of the Agent Orange legacy. I’d like to contribute 
along with everyone else to making this forum a valuable place for exchange of ideas and 
information.  
 
So first about the Ford Foundation and then about the Aspen Institute. 
 
Ford Foundation 
I was the Ford Foundation Representative in Vietnam and headed their office in Hanoi from 
1997 to 2007. It was during these years I began to get involved with the terrible legacy of Agent 
Orange. We started with a grant to the Vietnam Red Cross Agent Orange Victims Fund in 2000, 
followed by a grant to the 10-80 Committee of the Ministry of Health in 2002. The 10-80 
Committee used its Ford grant for the first Hatfield survey of dioxin ‘hotspots’ in central and 
southern Vietnam. A third grant in 2003, this one at the request of the Vietnamese Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, funded a meeting at the Carnegie Peace Foundation in Washington, D.C. This 
unofficial setting allowed people from both sides to talk informally not only about trade 
expansion but also about war legacies. These three grants contributed to the lead up to the APEC 
meeting in Hanoi in November 2006 where President Triet and President Bush issued a joint 
statement which mentioned (in one sentence) the benefits to the bilateral relationship from U.S. 
assistance on dioxin clean up.   
 
During what I call “the frozen period” –before November 2006—no real progress occurred. 
After this, it was possible, albeit excruciatingly slowly, to begin cooperative work within the 
small area of common overlap, the airport clean-up.   Both governments agreed to focus first on 
Da Nang. National Steering Committee 33 of the Ministry of Natural Resources & Environment 
requested Ford Foundation support for the first stages of remediation: measurement of dioxin 
locations and levels on the airbase and construction of structures to halt any further movement 
into the food chain. The Vietnam Public Health Association sought support to disseminate public 
health messages to households in the districts surrounding the airport.  By January 2008 dioxin 
from the airbase was no longer a public health threat to the people of Da Nang as shown by 
Committee 33’s further sample analysis.  Last October Secretary Clinton announced U.S. 
government support for a $34 million project to fully and finally destroy the dioxin at the Da 
Nang airbase.  State Department officials have said that if funds are available from Congress, the 
U.S. will help the Vietnamese clean up the other contaminated airports.  The Ford Foundation 
contributed a total of $2.7 million to environmental remediation. This included the work in Da 



Nang, in Bien Hoa, and landscape remediation projects in Quang Tri and Thua Thien Hue by the 
Center for Natural Resources and Environment (CRES) at Vietnam National University/Hanoi. 
 
But as we would all agree, what is even more important are programs which bring prompt and 
practical assistance to people whose lives have been forever blighted and shortened by direct or 
indirect exposure to dioxin at some point in the past. The Ford Foundation approach, from 2006 
onward, was two-fold: to respond to Government of Vietnam requests to fund the above 
remediation work, as an exercise in confidence building between the two governments and to 
fund local governments, local and international NGOs in a variety of partnership projects for 
children and young adults with disabilities and their families.  The projects ultimately reached 
people in eight highly-impacted provinces from Thai Binh in the north to Dong Nai in the south. 
Clearly the amount the Ford Foundation was able to contribute to provision of direct services--
$7.1 million—was small in relation to the need. But here again it was early money, which drew 
attention internationally to the need and, given the controversial subject, made it easier for other 
donors to follow.  The Ford Foundation funds have leveraged an additional $15 million from 11 
other international donors as of this April for services benefiting people with disabilities in high 
impact areas. 
 
Finally, compared with the previous “frozen period,” since 2006 we can see some progress but it 
is not nearly enough. Indeed, it would be easy for the momentum achieved over the last several 
years to falter and for the international funding streams that are beginning to open to close again 
to a trickle. And so the third strand in the Ford approach was to support mobilizing resources and 
communications outreach on the Agent Orange issue in the U.S. We have had success with 
drawing the UN into this picture—UNDP has contributed importantly to the environmental 
remediation and UNICEF responded to a Ford Foundation challenge grant to raise $2.3 million 
on its own for programs for children with disabilities in Da Nang, Dong Nai and An Giang.  
Other organizations have also drawn on Ford grants to raise additional sums for their work—the 
U.S. Vietnam Dialogue Group gala in HCMC on April 6th raised $150,000 for example, and the 
East Meets West Foundation recently announced donations totaling $380,000 to its Life is 
Beautiful campaign for the direct benefit of young people with disabilities.  I hope that such 
initiatives will continue and flourish. 
 
The outreach, with policy makers, through the media and with civic groups such as Common 
Cause and Rotary has brought the message about Agent Orange to increasing numbers of 
Americans in government, church and civic groups in the U.S. and to the American business 
community in Vietnam.  For mobilizing funds and communications outreach, from the first 
beginnings in 2003 through 2013, the Foundation has invested $7.4 million.  You can see some 
of this work at www.VietnamReportingProject.org  and at www.MakeAgentOrangeHistory.org . 
Ultimately it still remains the case that the U.S. government needs to contribute in a significant 
way, beyond the clean-up of the airports.  The Congress appropriated $3 million in 2007, $3 
million in $2009, $15 million in 2010 and $18.5 million in 2011. The importance of these 
numbers is their upward trend, and particularly the increase in 2011, when Congress was 
slashing allocations to many other things. Mobilizing and outreach played a role in creating this 
trend. 
 
Aspen Institute 
Walter Isaacson is the president of the Aspen Institute and the American co-chair of the U.S.-
Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin.  The Vietnamese co-chair is Ambassador Le 
Ke Son and the convener is Susan Berresford, former Ford Foundation president.  The Dialogue 
Group is a committee of concerned citizens in both countries who have agreed to work together 
to see if they can find an effective way forward through this complex and conflicted legacy.  The 



Group was not created by the two governments; it is entirely voluntary and private.  Each of the 
members serves on the Dialogue Group in his or her individual capacity. Since the Dialogue 
Group is wholly private, what it can do is call attention to the needs, clarify the nature of the 
problem, frame possible solutions and convene stakeholders for serious discussions. It has been 
seeking to contribute in this way since its inception in February 2007. Many of you have seen the 
Group’s June 2010 Declaration and Plan of Action which provides a roadmap for constructive 
discussions among the stakeholders.  Since the Dialogue Group is just a group of private 
individuals, it has no money of its own nor does it implement activities. It calls on governments, 
donors, NGOs and other stakeholders to do those things. 
 
When Walter Isaacson learned I would be leaving the Ford Foundation he invited me to come to 
the Aspen Institute to continue to work with all stakeholders on resolving the Agent Orange 
legacy. I am joining David Devlin-Foltz, who has been engaged with the Agent Orange issue for 
several years.  The Aspen Institute’s Agent Orange in Vietnam Program includes a significant 
focus through calendar 2013 on broadening support in the United States, including 
communications efforts here and delegation travel to and from Vietnam for Dialogue Group 
members and other opinion leaders.   We would like this to result in 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. Parallel with these efforts we would 
like  to keep track of projects dedicated to helping Agent Orange victims so that everyone can 
understand what’s being learned by the various project holders and to help them if needed be 
aware of cost-effective best practices. Finally we plan from time to time to publish reports on the 
sources and uses of funds and the progress being made. 
 
These are challenging tasks, as AOWG members know well. I intend to share new information 
through the AOWG listserv as we all move ahead together toward our common goal. I also look 
forward to hearing from you and to learning from your experiences. Although I’ve not seen a list 
of the AOWG membership, I suspect I already know many of you as friends and colleagues who 
have been contributing a great deal over many years. I look forward to strengthening our mutual 
bonds of affection, good spirits and effective collaboration. 
 
With best wishes, 

 
 
Charles R. Bailey 
The Aspen Institute 
281 Park Avenue South, 5th floor 
New York, NY 10010, USA 
Mobile in US: 1 646 241-3779 
Mobile in Vietnam: 091 322-1582 
Email: Charles.Bailey@aspeninstitute.org 
 


