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Many thanks to Peggy Saika, whose leadership has made Viet2010 and now Viet2011 a reality. 

And thanks to Chi Xuan and Tony who have managed everything so deftly that we are all here 

today as you set off on a grand adventure in Vietnam. When I was just out of college I joined 

the Peace Corps and went to Nepal where I spent three years teaching agriculture and science 

to middle school students in a village three days’ walk up into the Himalayas.  That was 1967—

the height of the Vietnam war--and in fact it was those Nepalese students, isolated up those 

remote valleys, who first told me one bright spring morning about Americans using some kind 

of spraying to kill forests in Vietnam.  It turned out to be Agent Orange.    

 

Thirty years later, in 1997 I went to Vietnam and stayed there ten years heading Ford 

Foundation programs.  It was then I saw the lingering legacy of Agent Orange. I discovered that 

it is really true-- that modern wars have a long tail; that they cast a long shadow. To quote the 

President of Common Cause, Bob Edgar, “Wars don’t end when the guns fall silent and when 

the last solider leaves the battlefield.”   

 

Legacy but humanitarian concern.  The problem of Agent Orange is just this:  It is that long 

tail—the legacy of the Vietnam war that ended in 1975. I began to see what could be done 

about this long tail of war, and the answer is, “quite a bit.” Now we can see it as a humanitarian 

concern that we can do something about. That is what keeps bringing me back to Vietnam and 

in between times, going to Washington. 

 

Decade of spraying. From 1961 to 1971, the American military sprayed 20 million gallons of 

Agent Orange and other herbicides over Vietnam with the intent to destroy food crops and 

clear away the jungle ground cover. We used concentrations that were up to 50 times higher 

than the manufacturers had recommended. The herbicides killed everything—big trees, small 

trees, fruit trees, shrubs, grass, rice crops.  By the end of the decade an area the size of 

Massachusetts was basically stripped of greenery and the land was reduced to moonscape. 

Maybe four million Vietnamese citizens were exposed to the spraying along with just about all 

of the 2.75 million U.S. military personnel who passed through Vietnam during that time.   
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Dioxin lethal. But that was not all.  It turned out that Agent Orange was contaminated with a 

dangerous chemical called dioxin which is poisonous to people even in small concentrations. 

Exposure to dioxin shortens and reduces the quality of your life.  It’s associated with a long list 

of serious health conditions: various cancers, diabetes, skin and nerve disorders, birth defects 

and disabilities in later generations. And these conditions started turning up as soon as U.S. 

servicemen and women started coming back from the war.   

 

Tangled web of conflict. Then the whole question of what to do about Agent Orange was 

caught for decades in a tangled web of geopolitics and scientific conflict: was it really Agent 

Orange? Who was responsible? What did various people know and when did they know it? And 

as a result, who should do what for whom and when? This blame game solved nothing.  It only 

delayed action, both here in the United States and in Vietnam.  

 

U.S. veterans. In 1991 Congress said let’s just take care of the problem. The Veterans 

Administration now provides disability benefits to U.S. Vietnam-era vets and their families who 

suffer from any of 15 listed conditions. In 2008 the V.A. paid out $13.8 billion to Vietnam vets. 

But meanwhile we have done very little for the affected Vietnamese.  

 

Vietnamese exposed… then and now. The Vietnamese Red Cross estimates that up to three 

million Vietnamese have suffered health effects from direct or indirect exposure to dioxin, both 

at the time and more recently. That includes about 150,000 of today’s children.  

 

Dioxin ‘hotspots’.  Agent Orange—the herbicide itself—degraded quite quickly. But at the 

American military airbases where it was stored and handled, some of it spilled or leaked and 

soaked into the ground. Under those conditions, dioxin remains toxic for decades in soil and 

pond sediments, so fish and ducks have been taking it in ever since. And it has thus moved on 

up the food chain and reached people. Dioxin ‘hot spots’ are particularly a problem at three 

former U.S. airbases—Da Nang, Phu Cat and Bien Hoa.   

 

Problem continues. This August marks the 50
th

 anniversary of the first use of Agent Orange in 

Vietnam.  The harmful effects from our Agent Orange spraying are still being felt by millions in 

Vietnam, including children. Last September, CBS News correspondent Thuy Vu at KPIX in San 

Francisco visited Vietnam and filed this report.  

 

<screen Thuy Vu CBS News video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kkbnFfldsOc - 5 

minutes>  

 

So that’s the legacy of Agent Orange in Vietnam. Now I’d like to tell you what is being done 

about it, and what is now possible.  

 

“Window”…and progress with clean-up. In the past four years, a lot of progress has created a 

window of opportunity for a greater U.S. humanitarian effort. The cleanup is the easy part. 

We’ve done enough research and pilot work now so that we know how to make people safe. At 

Da Nang, the worst of the contaminated soils have been sealed off with a cement cap, and the 
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rainwater runoff is now being filtered and contained. Fishing downstream of the airport has 

been halted and a tall fence separates the contaminated area from the nearby community. Last 

October in Hanoi, Secretary Clinton announced U.S. government support for a multi-million 

dollar project to clean up the dioxin at the Da Nang airport.   

 

This is good news, and 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.  However we must not forget the deeper 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.  

 

Disabilities devastating. Disabilities are devastating both to individuals and to families and are 

particularly burdensome to women, who typically are the only able-bodied adult in the 

household. Let me tell you about two of the families I’ve visited during my time in Vietnam. 

 

Trinh family. The Trinh family lives in a one-room cement-block house in a small village in 

central Vietnam. Mrs. Nam Trinh is 56. As a teenager during the Vietnam war Mrs. Trinh 

worked as a cook for troops in the jungle up in the mountains. American planes sprayed Agent 

Orange over her area several times and she later developed chloracne, a skin condition of large 

lumps and lesions characteristic of dioxin exposure. Her son Luc is 19 years old but he can’t get 

out of bed. He has muscle degeneration, violent tremors and mental deficiencies.  Chloracne is 

one of the conditions that the U.S. government has recognized for benefits to U.S. vets. But 

Mrs. Trinh is Vietnamese, so the only help she could get came from the Vietnamese Red Cross, 

which built her little house. She used to walk a mile and a half each day for water so a U.S. non-

governmental organization dug a well in her back yard. Once she had a water source, her 

neighbor, who had no well, purchased a pump which the two families share.  And that made all 

the difference:  For less than $100, the Trinh family found community--social integration and 

social security. Helping people takes so little once we care. 

 

Dao family.  Another family I met, the Dao family, lives in Bien Hoa, about 30 miles north of 

Saigon. Again a woman headed the household, Mrs. Kieu Dao aged 58. She remembered being 

out working in her rice paddy when the spray planes came over. When the war ended she 

married a former South Vietnamese soldier. They proceeded to have children. The first two 

died young. The next two, two sisters, are 34 and 37 years old.  Both are severely disabled and 

have been cared for by Mrs. Dao since they were infants.  The fifth child, Nhan, is now 20, 

perfectly fine and thanks to help from the community, now studies at the university. An 

American visitor bought her a bicycle so she can get to class. She is studying business and I’m 

sure she will be a success despite her tragic family history. Agent Orange affected all it touched, 

whichever side they were on.  And again, a little help here goes a long way.  

 

Efforts are already underway. Many U.S. and Vietnamese non-governmental organizations, as 

well as individual donors, are providing that kind of help to families as well as adding to existing 

facilities so that families with children with disabilities can get services in their neighborhoods.   
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Over the last four years the U.S. Congress has appropriated some $40 million, most of which so 

far is being allocated to clean up the dioxin at the Da Nang airport.  

 

During this same period American foundations, civic groups, businesses and individuals, foreign 

countries and UN agencies have invested $32 million. These programs have benefitted more 

than 10,000 young Vietnamese.   

 

The Vietnamese government has also spent money on cleanup, and gives its affected war 

veterans a small monthly subsidy of about $17 per month. This totals about $40 million each 

year. 

 

But all these efforts together are meeting less than 10 percent of the need. 

 

U.S.- Vietnam Dialogue Group. In 2007, a group of prominent scientists and citizens from both 

countries set up something called the U.S.-Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin. 

After a number of studies, the Dialogue Group drafted an affordable ten-year action plan to 

address this whole tragic legacy – particularly to clean up the dioxin hot spots, and to expand 

humanitarian services to people with disabilities and their families. The plan would do this at a 

cost of $300 million over the next ten years, or just $30 million a year.  

 

We think the U.S. government should play a key role in providing that amount, along with other 

public and private donors, and an appropriate continuing investment from the government and 

the people of Vietnam.  

 

VIET2011 Fellows. Now where do you come in? Where do you fit in all this?  Well I think there 

are three things: 

 

• You are concerned for Vietnamese with disabilities and you are willing to contribute 

your time and expertise in travelling their road with them and encouraging them as they 

create lives of greater comfort, dignity and opportunity. This is fundamental. I very 

much respect your concern, and it’s a concern that you and AAPIP and I working 

together can do something about at a larger scale. What do I mean?  

 

• At this moment, the organizations you’re joining have the resources and capacities to 

provide high standard services. But you’ll find they are small and don’t have the capacity 

and resources they need to reach the tens of thousands of children and young adults 

living with disabilities. So when you finish and return home, the difficult work begins: 

informing other Americans that the Agent Orange legacy is still a problem in today’s 

youthful, vibrant, rapidly growing Vietnam and showing them that this is a humanitarian 

concern that transcends political controversy.  Agent Orange is a humanitarian concern 

we can do something about.  

 

• I call this difficult work, but like the difficult work you’re about to begin here in Vietnam, 

it has its pleasures and its breakthrough moments. For example, when I talk to 
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Americans about Agent Orange in Vietnam, they are surprised to learn that it’s still a 

problem, and mildly stunned that we haven’t done much about it. In their next breath 

they say, “how can I help?”  So there’s an opening here. I’d like to talk with you more 

about this in the Q&A. 

 

So just to conclude, and then we’ll move to discussion.  

 

You impress me. I know each of you has a lot to contribute. You are restoring hope to many 

devastated lives and affirming the dignity of the affected people. But beyond this, you are 

helping to heal the wounds of the past in both countries. Until we heal this particular wound, 

there will never be truly normal relations between the U.S. and Vietnam.  This year—the 50
th

 

anniversary—is an historic moment.  I am glad you are here to be a part of it, a part of making 

Agent Orange history. 

 

Thank you! 

   

    

 


