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Modern wars do not end when the guns fall silent and the last soldiers leave the battlefield.  

Wars have long tails because of their consequences for public health. Current (and future) 

wars are a challenge to global health in both the short and long run. In the short run, John 

Tirman
1
 notes,  

 

“If our leaders are unwilling to grasp the scale of death and social disruption, and the 

meaning of this chaos for the local population, then American war efforts are likely to end 

badly and relationships with allies will become strained, as has happened with President 

Hamid Karzai in Afghanistan…his persistence on this issue indicates how deeply it resonates 

with Afghans. While we dismiss it, Muslims around the world take note…Ignoring the extent 

of civilian casualties and the damage they cause is a moral failing as well as a strategic 

blunder. We need to adopt reliable ways to measure the destruction our wars cause—an 

“epistemology of war,”…to break through the collective amnesia that has gripped us.  

 

Agent Orange is an example of the longer run consequences of modern warfare. Agent 

Orange and similar herbicides were used to defoliate forests and destroy crops in South 

Vietnam during the Vietnam War.  Although the  war ended in 1975, the harmful effects of  

dioxin-contaminated Agent Orange live on today among some three million Vietnamese who 

have been directly or indirectly exposed to dioxin as well as among tens of thousands of 

veterans, and others who were drawn into that conflict, from the U.S., Canada, South Korea, 

Thailand,  Laos, Australia and New Zealand. Exposure to dioxin is associated with chronic ill 

health, shortened life spans, and children born with mental and physical disabilities.  

 

For decades the governments of the U.S. and Vietnam could neither discuss nor resolve the 

legacy of Agent Orange.  A breakthrough occurred in November 2006 and although the 

subject remains contentious in some quarters, the U.S. government is now committed to 
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(http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/04/opinion/the-forgotten-wages-of-war.html?_r=1) 

 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/04/opinion/the-forgotten-wages-of-war.html?_r=1


environmental remediation at former U.S. military bases where it was discovered that high 

concentrations of dioxin in the soil were leaching into local food systems. The U.S. 

government is also contributing to new programs for children and young adults with 

disabilities in affected areas. Resources have also flowed from other quarters—the UN, 

foreign governments, international NGOs and American foundations led by the Ford 

Foundation. Funds from all these sources totaled nearly $100 million as of December 31, 

2011. The case focuses on Agent Orange as an example of a global health issue and the 

strategies that were progressively applied by the Ford Foundation and the Aspen Institute to 

call attention to this remaining legacy of war, attract policy support and mobilize significant 

resources.  

 

The case can be presented from three perspectives.  

 

1. Grand Strategy: Large Ends and Limited Means
2
 -The Ford Foundation & Agent 

Orange, 2000 to 2011. 

 

The Ford Foundation implemented a strategy which began with confidence building with the 

Government of Vietnam in 2000 and then proceeded to enlarge scientific knowledge, 

convene an off-the-record meeting between the two governments and make a strategic press 

placement. By November 2006 these actions had helped set the scene for a brief but 

important joint statement by the two governments. Subsequent steps included a confidence 

building exercise between the two governments focused on severing the dioxin exposure 

pathways at Da Nang, creation of a two-way citizen‟s channel, pilot projects to deliver 

services to affected populations, media outreach in the US and a public private partnership in 

Da Nang recognized by the Clinton Global Initiative. Grants totaled $17.1 million. 

 

Reading:  Bailey, Charles R.: Tackling the Agent Orange Legacy in Vietnam, Alliance, 

Vol. 15, No.2, London (June 2010)   

 

2. International Conflict Resolution: Track II Diplomacy & The U.S.-Vietnam Dialogue 

Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin, 2007 to present.   

 

The U.S.-Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin was launched in February 2007 

and is made up of leading scientists, policy makers and citizens from both the U.S. and 

Vietnam. Circumventing arguments of culpability and the complications of geopolitical and 

scientific conflicts that have bedeviled this issue, the Dialogue Group employs the dynamics 

of a citizen-to-citizen dialogue towards a practical resolution of the harmful effects of Agent 

Orange. In June 2010 the Dialogue Group released a 10-year Declaration and Plan of Action 

that focuses on the clean-up of dioxin “hot spots” and the development of disability services 

for affected individuals and their families.  The plan has served as a roadmap to subsequent 

                                                           
2 “We are, however, thinking about long-term leverage: the possibility that a small but well-placed 
investment of thought, or effort, or money can – with patience – bring disproportionate benefits 
over an extended period of time.” John Lewis Gaddis, “What is Grand Strategy?” 
(http://www.duke.edu/web/agsp/grandstrategypaper.pdf) 
 

http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/advocacy%20and%20exchange%20program%20on%20agent%20orange/2010-5-22%20Alliance%20Magazine%20-%20Charles%20Bailey.pdf
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discussions between the two governments.  Fulfillment of the plan would benefit both the 

affected people and lead to fully normal relations between the U.S. and Vietnam.  Students 

could use the Dialogue Group approach to evaluate strategies of private citizen engagement 

in addressing issues of a post-conflict public health environment. 

 

Readings:  

 Leahy, Patrick, “Legacy of Agent Orange,”  ): Congressional Record, 111th Congress 
(2009-2010): Senate Debate on FY 2010 National Defense Authorization Act. 
Washington, DC, September 16, 2010. 

 

Aspen Institute, Agent Orange in Vietnam Program,  “The U.S.-Vietnam Dialogue 

Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin” www.aspeninstitute.org/policy-work/agent-

orange/us-vietnam-dialogue-group-agent-orange/dioxin     

 

 

3. Domestic Advocacy: Reaching key publics in the U.S.-The Agent Orange in Vietnam 

Information Initiative, 2009 to present. 

 

The Agent Orange in Vietnam Information Initiative was formed in 2009 to reach American 

publics and policy makers and move them to support prompt and generous action to end this 

legacy of the Vietnam War. The Initiative comprises six public policy and media NGOs: 

Communications Consortium Media Center, the Aspen Institute (both in Washington), 

Active Voice, San Francisco State School of Journalism and Asian Americans Pacific 

Islanders in Philanthropy (all in San Francisco) and the War Legacies Project (in Vermont).  

The Initiative first agreed on strategy and conducted focus groups and a national opinion poll 

of registered voters to determine levels of knowledge and interest and to frame the message.  

Each member then worked in its area of expertise, coordinated through bi-weekly conference 

calls. The Initiative focused its efforts on three areas—the mass media (radio, TV, print and 

the web), relevant civic groups such as Rotary, and Washington policy makers. Students 

would assess how this strategy unfolded, what worked and what didn‟t, in this effort to 

“make Agent Orange history.”  If time permits, the current project with Facebook/Vietnam 

will be presented. 

 

Viewing:  www.MakeAgentOrangeHistory.org and the graphic on the next page. 

 

 

N.B. Additional reading on all three perspectives is available on-line at:  

www.agentorangerecord.org 
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