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Ernest Bower (CSIS Sumitro Chair for Southeast Asian Studies & panel moderator): We are 

at 20 years in the U.S. Vietnam relationship and 40 years since the end of the war. The General 

Secretary of the Party is coming to the United States for the first time in early July. This is 

historic because a General Secretary has never visited the United States. A reporter asked me 

yesterday, what’s going on here? I said this, and I believe this, that the United States and 

Vietnam are entering a new chapter in our relationship. And I don’t think we could really enter 

that chapter without discussing the issues we’re going to discuss today. Without addressing these 

issues, without telling the truth, as the ambassador called it, we can’t move to this new 

relationship. Let’s now turn to our panelists.  

 

Opening Remarks by Charles Bailey:  Agent Orange. Nothing could be done about Agent 

Orange for many years—the issue was truly stuck.  Things began to move though in 2007.  

 

Dr. Le Ke Son took charge of this issue for the Government of Vietnam. He saw that it was 

possible to break this complex problem apart and work first on the more manageable bits. Our 

then Ambassador, Michael Marine, said he felt the United States had a moral obligation and he 

made progress on Agent Orange a priority of his ambassadorship.  Tim Rieser, working for 

Senator Leahy, brought patience and persistence to this issue, with the Congress appropriating 

$136 million for Agent Orange in Vietnam to date.  As for myself, with backing from Susan 

Berresford, then president of the Ford Foundation, I provided grant funding to 37 Ford 

Foundation grantees—both Americans and Vietnamese— who worked together to show that 

Agent Orange is a humanitarian concern we could do something about. 

We can see important progress on Agent Orange in the last eight years. We see active bilateral 

cooperation, in which USAID has played a leading role. We have moved to more clarity and 

specificity and to a shared sense of responsibility for a humanitarian response.  The Da Nang 
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airport clean up is underway and people are being helped. But this progress has been achieved 

largely by a relatively small number of individuals in both countries working on it year by year.  

A fuller resolution of the Agent Orange legacy by the two governments however still lies on the 

horizon. 

Senator Leahy just now spoke about recognizing a moral obligation.  What would that mean?    

From the U.S. side, a president at some point needs to say, “We shouldn’t have done that. We 

shouldn’t have done that…. We’re going to make resolving the Agent Orange issue a priority in 

our relationship with Vietnam.” He needs to put funds for it in his budget. If it’s in the 

president’s budget, this is a U.S. priority. Right now it’s not. Of course the president is not 

ultimately responsible for appropriations, but if the president wants it, it will happen.   

As for the Vietnamese, they at some point need to decide that OK, we now have a strong enough 

relationship with the U.S. that we’re going to deal with this last legacy issue. At that point they 

need to say to the United States, “You know, our two governments have dealt successfully with 

so many other issues since 1995. Agent Orange is now the one issue we want to see really your 

priority, and that’s about the United States coming to the table with significant money to help our 

disabled population.”  

Opening Remarks by Tim Rieser:  This was an issue that needed to be addressed. But we 

encountered resistance in our own government and there’s certainly a lot more that needs to be 

done. Like most things in government, success depends on the contribution of lots of people, and 

these two individuals to my left were indispensable.  Without them we could not have got to 

square one.  We have come quite a distance.  It hasn’t been easy.  We have plenty more to do.  

We need more high level attention in both governments.  But we’ve accomplished a lot and I 

think it has reflected well on our relationship more broadly. 

 

Opening remarks by Le Ke Son: I’d like to thank CSIS and all of you for having this 

opportunity to discuss here today the Agent Orange issue in Vietnam. The Agent Orange story 

has been with me over the last 30 years and the more I understood it, the more complicated I 

found it. The Agent Orange issue is complicated because of the complicated scientific nature of 

dioxin in Agent Orange, and even more complicated because of the viewpoints, approaches and 

treatment of those who are related to the issue. 

 

The consequence of Agent Orange on humans and environment in Vietnam, on US veterans and veterans 

of countries participating in the war in Vietnam is a reality that nobody can deny. The producers of Agent 

Orange and the people who ordered the spraying when the story began in the early 1960s could not have 

visualized and did not want the consequences. 

 

Why was the story of Agent Orange only brought up for discussion between the two governments 30 years 

after the end of the war? Why until now have we have not been able to complete the clean up of dioxin at 

the Da Nang airport and have not been able to start treatment of dioxin at the Bien Hoa airport, even 

though the rapid growth of both cities has led to large numbers of people living around the contaminated 

areas? Why are some people reluctant to use the words Agent Orange victim, and why children of exposed 

war veterans, who have birth defects are not seen to be affected by the dioxin in Agent Orange? There are 

many other questions, and I understand for this issue there are no simple questions and no simple answers 

either. 
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The most important thing is not good answers to such questions, nor to find a way to avoid questions, but 

to find how to more speedily treat contaminated areas in the Da Nang airport and to start sooner to treat 

dioxin in Bien Hoa, in order to stop new damage to humans and environment in these areas. We need to 

find how to ease the pain and difficulties of the exposed people and their children and grandchildren. As 

long as these are not done the sad story of Agent Orange will not be closed.  

 

We recently met Vu Khoan, the former deputy prime minister of Vietnam. He was an architect of the 

opening of relations with the United States. He told us: “The question is not when the Agent Orange issue 

will be finished; the question is how it is finished and what needs to be done in the relationship between 

Vietnam and the US.” 

 

We need an approach to Agent Orange that addresses it as a humanitarian, scientific and responsible 

subject and that puts it in the right place in a comprehensive bilateral relationship between Vietnam and 

the US. This will help us organize and implement activities of larger scale and greater effectiveness so that 

we can end the Agent Orange story in a near future. 

 

Ernest Bower: Tim, where is the resistance and what would you recommend to President Obama 

that he do in relation to this issue when he visits Vietnam? 

 

Tim Rieser: Initially it was difficult for the reasons the Senator said. The lawyers at the State 

Department and the Pentagon were very resistant to any act by the United States Government 

that might be interpreted as reparations or compensation.  That was nothing new. It was 

consistent with past tradition.  It took over a year to reach agreement that what we were talking 

about was not either of those things.  It was about trying to work with the government of 

Vietnam and others in Vietnam to try to address a problem that we had responsibility for in order 

to help the victims and further our relations with Vietnam.  It was fundamentally a humanitarian 

effort.  It wasn’t about admitting legal liability or making reparations.  It was about providing 

training and other assistance and cleaning up toxic waste.  

 

It took quite a while to overcome the resistance of those institutions. There’s just a natural 

institutional inertia to some things.  But once we did, then [there was] the other issue, the fact 

that a scientifically proven causal relationship has not been established between exposure to 

Agent Orange and the kinds of disabilities we’ve seen in Vietnam. We made the point that we 

didn’t think this proof was necessary in order to do what we wanted to do.  

 

The point was we had been involved in supporting people in Vietnam who were victims of 

severe war injuries for years and we wanted to expand those programs in areas where Agent 

Orange had been sprayed or where there was otherwise dioxin contamination, because we 

believed it was quite likely that many of those disabled people had been exposed to Agent 

Orange or were the offspring of people who had been.  Plus of course [there was] the fact that we 

were already compensating American veterans for the same type of exposure.  It seemed, as the 

Senator described, to be a glaring double standard and that the arguments that had been made to 

us really didn’t hold water given that we were providing assistance to our own veterans.  
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So that whole process, that discussion took quite a while to get past and then the issue became 

one of simply how to find the money.  There was no money in the budget.  In fact for years the 

Administration did not designate any funds for this purpose. Every year the President releases his 

budget, the things he wants the Congress to fund, and we do our best to try to respond to his 

priorities.  Members of Congress also have their own [priorities], not to mention others outside 

the government who have an interest in how U.S. funds are spent.  In this case Senator Leahy has 

had to find the money, and it’s a zero sum game in the appropriations process—to get money for 

one thing you have to take it from somewhere else.  So that’s how he has funded these programs.  

It has been incremental.  

 

Every year we find about $25 million from whatever source we can and that is how we have 

worked our way over the years to now where he has provided $136 million.  We still have a 

distance to go. The Bien Hoa airport we expect to be more heavily contaminated than Da Nang 

and that’s why the Senator urged the Pentagon to contribute to this.  After all, they had a lot to do 

with creating this problem and Senator Leahy feels they should recognize that it’s in our national 

interest, and in theirs, to work with the Vietnamese military to try to address it.   

 

We need a plan for the future. If the President would include sufficient funds in the budget it 

would make our lives much easier.  And if there are opportunities, if the President goes to 

Vietnam or the General Secretary comes here, to reinforce and reaffirm the commitment of both 

countries to continue to work together on these issues, that would be almost as helpful as 

providing the funds to do so. 

 

Ernest Bower: The next question is to Charles and Dr Son. What can we learn from your work 

on this issue for the U.S. Vietnam relationship? 

 

Charles Bailey:  I went to live in Hanoi in 1997 and for the next seven years I found it was 

virtually impossible to talk about this subject in official circles for the reasons Tim has alluded 

to. It was a real impediment to developing other areas of the relationship. But as we began to see 

progress after 2007 there was a mutual, a kind of virtuous circle. That is, progress on addressing 

Agent Orange created positive conditions in other areas and vice versa. So that’s one lesson. 

 

Another lesson is that it’s possible to tackle an unpalatable subject that many people wished had 

never happened, or it happened and they wished it would go away and we didn’t have to talk 

about it. But somebody has to come and talk about it. In this case I was able, and the Ford 

Foundation and other American foundations were able, to play a role here as a neutral ground. 

This included an eminent persons group which was the first free flowing, two way channel 

between well credentialed, well connected people in both countries where they could talk as 

individuals. They put language out there that made it easier for the officials to talk to each other. 

So those are my two lessons. 

 

Le Ke Son:  I think that the relationship between Vietnam and the U.S. in dealing with the Agent 

Orange is just like the political relationship between the two countries over the last years. I mean 

that we did have a very difficult time in the past just like in the darkness. But later on we did see 

a very clear movement, in particular after the removal of the embargo. At that time the words 

“Agent Orange” were seen as very sensitive words. In 2000 there was a high level meeting in 
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Singapore which was viewed as a failure. Not until 2005 did we see the first progress. What we 

have achieved so far in the Agent Orange issue was not what we could have thought we could 

do.  The first progress I think is that we could share information about Agent Orange issues. 

After that we had joint research on the presence of dioxin in the environment and then officially 

treat the dioxin contamination in Da Nang. In particular we officially had a program to support 

the disabled people that includes people who were exposed to Agent Orange.   

 

I would like to specifically thank Dr. Charles Bailey and the Ford Foundation who kindly 

worked on this issue from 2000 with different and effective activities. And my special thanks to 

Ambassador Michael Marine who approached the issue as a moral responsibility.  The 

relationship between the two countries and the achievement over the last years wouldn’t have 

been achieved without the support of Senator Patrick Leahy and Mr. Tim Rieser.  What we have 

achieved so far is a good foundation for us to move forward and I would hope we could soon 

close this story. 

 

Ernest Bower: Let me open the floor to questions. Please identify yourself and your institution. 

 

Rick Weidman (Vietnam Veterans of America): Association is what you need between diseases 

and conditions and exposure. All the other stuff we consider dangerous in our society comes 

back to association. Can you fund the NIEHS to do a survey of the progeny of those who went 

south [from then North Vietnam] vs. the progeny of those who did not?  

Tim Rieser:  I only deal with one piece of the federal budget and it’s the international affairs 

piece. We don’t fund NIEHS for example so I honestly don’t know the answer to the question.  

On behalf of Senator Leahy I focus on the amount we have available each year to fund our 

international assistance programs and our contributions to the United Nations and other 

international organizations around the world, direct assistance to governments and a whole 

myriad of other programs.  These are funds that are used overseas so they are not for domestic 

use.  

I’m interested in your point about association vs. causality because causality has always been the 

argument we’ve run into.  I respond by saying I don’t think that’s really an issue here. We know 

we have a responsibility to our veterans and to the people of Vietnam. We know that dioxin is 

very toxic and we could, I suppose, have spent years avoiding the problem and continue to 

encounter the kinds of anger and resentment that we did for years, and continue to ignore our 

own veterans, or we could have done something about it.  

I wasn’t in the military in Vietnam.  I came close actually.  I got a high lottery number in the 

waning years of the war but I always felt that what happened there was wrong that we had a 

responsibility to address.  So when I had the opportunity working for Senator Leahy I’ve tried to  

do that [and] not be deterred by legal arguments or other [arguments] that seemed to simply try 

to deflect responsibility or come up with reasons why we couldn’t do something we clearly 

needed to do.  So causality was not the issue to me.  Clearly we were involved, our soldiers were 

exposed, they [the Vietnamese] were exposed, there were serious consequences, it’s become a 

serious thorn in our relationship and we want to move forward. This is an important legacy of the 
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war that we should address.  Particularly for someone like myself who lived through that period, 

it was something I felt personally about and so did Senator Leahy. 

Scott Allen (Advocacy Project): Has there been any analysis to understand the magnitude of the 

impact of Agent Orange in the north [of Vietnam] compared to the south? 

Tim Rieser: At first I wasn’t aware of that, but I was made aware of it and so some time ago in 

conversations with USAID, which is administering this program, I recommended they expand it 

from just in areas where there were designated hot spots to several provinces that had been 

heavily sprayed as well as provinces where North Vietnamese who had been in the south had 

returned to like Thai Binh near Hanoi.     

Le Ke Son: The Vietnamese government has good policies for people who were exposed to 

Agent Orange.  There are criteria to determine whether you were exposed or not, but the first 

criterion is you were in the sprayed area. Recently Vietnam changed its policies to include 

people who served in the South Vietnam army and were exposed to dioxin—a humanitarian 

program. The financial support from the U.S. government to people who are disabled, including 

the people who were exposed to Agent Orange, is not very large. That’s why they focus on the 

people who live in the sprayed areas and who live near the hot spots.  

I hope that in the future when the fund becomes larger we can extend help to the people who 

came from the north. Now we find that the third generation, the grandchildren of the people who 

were exposed, is also exposed. We don’t yet have information about the fourth generation but we 

do find some mutations in the genes and chromosomes of dioxin exposed people. The 

Vietnamese government however does not have a policy for the generation of grandchildren.  

The main reason I think is the limitation of funding. 

Michael Martin (Congressional Research Service): I think it would be reasonable to 

characterize that the environmental remediation aspect is going quite well. However when you 

get to assistance for healthcare and disability we’re experiencing some problems. On the U.S. 

side there is a legal liability exposure issue but also Congress appropriates funds in a particular 

way. The money goes over to State, goes over to USAID and becomes a nationwide disability 

program. So there seems to be some resistance from USAID and from State to having a health 

program associated with Agent Orange and dioxin. On the Vietnamese government side, there is 

sometimes a conflation between individuals who may have medical conditions that could be 

attributed to exposure to Agent Orange and individuals with medical conditions probably 

unrelated to Agent Orange. It seems the current structure on both the U.S. side and the 

Vietnamese side continues to create these problems. Could any of the panelists think of an 

alternative framework by which the U.S could provide health and disability assistance that 

would solve the problems on the U.S. side but also at the same time allow the assistance 

program in Vietnam to reach the targeted people? 

Tim Rieser: That is a very good question and it’s one we’ve struggled with. Because obviously 

we have a finite amount of money and we want to make the best use of it. You’re right that the 

environmental issue is a complicated one.  It involves technology that the Vietnamese don’t 

have. We had to find a U.S. contractor.  It’s costly, but it’s relatively straightforward. You’re 
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dealing with machinery to decontaminate soil.  Helping severely disabled human beings and their 

families, who have a range of needs, is more complex. And yet I feel we are for all practical 

purposes past the debate about causality and legal responsibility.  Both governments are invested 

in this. Top U.S. officials have expressed support for it and have recognized the benefits both to 

the people of Vietnam and to the U.S.-Vietnam relationship.  So I think we’re beyond that.  

What we’re not beyond is the limitations of government bureaucracy and of course the funding 

constraints which we have not just here but across the board.  We struggle to find money for all 

kinds of compelling needs. We routinely fall short. The funding issue is one we deal with on a 

daily basis.  Again, if the Administration were to include sufficient funds in its budget that would 

be very helpful. We’ve encouraged them to do so. But short of that we continue because Senator 

Leahy feels strongly about this. If he didn’t, I doubt this program would exist. It certainly would 

not have started when it did.    

But the issue of how best to use those funds to benefit people who were affected or likely 

affected is the challenge. We appropriate money to federal agencies. We don’t appropriate it to 

you or to me or to anyone else. We can only appropriate to federal agencies which then enter into 

grants or other types of agreements with organizations that implement government programs. I 

think this is where we’ve seen the biggest difficulty.  

Part of the reason is that USAID has its own ways of doing things which are not always the most 

cost effective.  I think some of what we have invested in has not been as effective as it should 

have been. It hasn’t involved the Vietnamese as much as it should. It hasn’t helped to build more 

sustainable types of programs because ultimately we can’t be the public health service of 

Vietnam. They have to take care of their own people. I think our role is to help them do that—to 

provide training, technical assistance, other knowledge we have from our own experiences over 

the years with people with disabilities and there’s a lot we can do to help.  

We have to make the best use of the resources we have. I think that means working at the local 

level; it means working with Vietnamese provincial authorities; it means working with 

community organizations. It doesn’t mean hiring a big U.S. contractor to go to Vietnam to try to 

solve the problem and charge an arm and a leg for it.  We’re expanding, as the Senator said, our 

efforts to multiple provinces, we’re trying to work at the local level as best we can. One of the 

problems is finding willing and capable Vietnamese partners. It’s not as easy as you might think 

because we also have to be able to account for how funds are used and there’s a real lack of 

capacity.  

So, I think we need to be realistic about what we can accomplish and not think that by simply 

spending money we can solve this problem. We have to go about it in a way that builds capacity 

locally so families can receive the help they need. 

Le Ke Son: I agree that there are some instances of abusing the phrase victim of Agent Orange. 

We did alert government agencies from the center down to the local of the problem. There are 

some reasons for this. The first thing is that the nature of determining whether the condition is 

caused by Agent Orange. Even with war veterans in the U.S. it is hard to determine. The second 

is the knowledge of the people who run the program and the management skills of the 
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departments that run the program. And not only in Vietnam but also in the U.S. people talk about 

the causality. That’s why we address the problem through a humanitarian approach. That comes 

first. After that comes the responsibility and also the scientific approach.   

Charles Bailey:  I have a general and a specific comment. Tim talked about the limitations of 

bureaucracy and indeed there was some initial reluctance. But we’ve been able to make it easier 

to skirt around some of the controversy. One way is this definition of dioxin hot spots which 

focuses that effort. And research last year shows a high correlation between people who have 

severe physical and mental disabilities in Vietnam and people who are considered to be Agent 

Orange victims. So it’s possible to go to the heavily sprayed provinces and to focus programs on 

severely disabled people and set aside a whole category of controversial phrases and words and 

history that is unnecessary and, frankly, history. So we’re trying to make it easier for both sides. 

The second comment is when you get down to the real reality, like the family the Senator and Ms 

Leahy visited, what you can do is provide programs that help those families and those 

communities build assets. By this I mean physical assets of equipment, a better roof, a better 

bathroom and scholarships for able bodied siblings so when the parents pass away the family 

structure can continue to support these incapacitated young adults. This kind of help needs to go 

hand in hand with investment in institutional assets such as training and capacity building. 

There’s a very simple protocol developed by the Washington Consensus on Disability which can 

be applied to train village council members in Vietnam how to identify the particular kinds of 

disabilities to help people qualify for assistance programs. A public private partnership in Da 

Nang that has been going on for seven years shows how you can help people directly while 

building institutional capacity.  

Ernest Bowen:  Ladies and Gentlemen, today’s event focused on a couple of things.  We can see 

how personal this issue is; how it affects individuals and families but it also has national and 

geopolitical implications. It also shows what a few people who are committed to try to make 

something better can do. I’d like to thank the three panelists here today not only for their 

comments but for their work. 


