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Like so many young Vietnamese Americans, I grew up not knowing anything about Agent 

Orange.  It was not in our history textbooks and it is not a memory our parents wanted to pass 

on to us.  

I found out about Agent Orange on my own and it has now become a very important issue to 

me.  I am very proud to be both Vietnamese and American and I believe it is important for me to 

be aware of the unique ways I contribute because I do have both identities.   

I want to share a bit about my background and how I got involved with this very important work 

and why I believe it is now time to really make Agent Orange history. 

I was born in Saigon, one week after the fall of Saigon. My father was a part of the South army, 

fighting with the US soldiers against North Vietnam. In 1979, we became a part of the mass 

exodus of boat people out of Vietnam.  It was very unclear where we would end up, or if we 

would even survive. But for my parents, it was worth the risk.  I was three years old, the 

youngest person on our boat.   

We spent the next 6 months in a refugee camp in Thailand.   Through a Lutheran and Methodist 

church refugee sponsorship program, my family was flown to Minnesota, where we settled for 

the next twenty years.    

Outside from my home, I grew up like any American kid. I played a lot of sports, ate fast food 

and wore bad 80’s fashion.  Inside my home, my parents kept much of our cultural values and 

practices.  We always ate Vietnamese or Chinese food, practiced Buddhism and spoke 

Vietnamese.  

I always knew I was Vietnamese, but I didn’t really know what that meant until I went back to 

Vietnam for the first time as an adult.  

In 1996, during my sophomore year of college, I decided to study abroad in Vietnam.  Not only 

was this a deeply personal journey home, it was an eye opener to what the realities of Vietnam 

really was –both the good and the bad.  During my semester in Saigon, I decided to volunteer at 

an orphanage.  Every week, I spent hours playing with children who were abandoned; some 

were severely disabled.  I remember very clearly a newborn baby that I held every day who had 



no arms or legs.  All the nurses repeatedly reminded me that she would not live to see her 1st 

birthday.  It was an emotional challenge to go back every time, but I also felt I didn’t visit her, 

nobody would.   I didn’t connect the many disabled babies in the orphanage to the legacy of 

Agent Orange/dioxin that was sprayed by the US military during the war.   

Fast-forward to several years later, I was asked to join a team to help address Agent Orange.  

Because of my experience and interest in Vietnam, I immediately jumped to the opportunity. 

For over two years, I had the fortunate opportunity to be part of a large national effort that 

worked to address Agent Orange.  I worked for Active Voice, a media strategy nonprofit based 

in San Francisco.  Active Voice is a part of a consortium made up of leaders in media, public 

policy, journalism and community organizing.  The consortium is informally referred to as “Agent 

Orange in Vietnam Information Initiative”.  Our goal was to increase attention and support in the 

US to bring hope and solutions to hundreds and thousands of families and children in Vietnam 

who have been affected by Agent Orange.   My role was to help build strong partnerships from 

individuals and organizations to really draw significant attention to this issue.   

As a Vietnamese, working to help children and families in Vietnam is near and dear to me.  And 

as an American, I know we have it in us to make a positive difference.    

I fully support the recommendations presented by Former Members of Congress Pat Schroeder, 

Connie Morella and Bob Edgar.  I believe the Comprehensive Plan should include the following:  

1. Clean up dioxin at all the remaining hot spots.  We are pleased that the Vietnamese 
government is already working with USAID and other agencies to develop plans for 
cleaning up the two remaining major hot spots at Bien Hoa and Phu Cat.  We 
understand that the remaining 25 identified hot spots may be cleaned up or isolated with 
less elaborate means.  
 

2. Upgrade integrated social services for people with disabilities.  We visited 
impressive programs, including those that are now part of the Public-Private Partnership 
in Da Nang now underway with support from the Rockefeller Foundation and Hyatt 
Hotels, among others.  There are enormous opportunities for US corporations and the 
US government to earn good will from the Vietnamese people and government by 
expanding well-designed programs like these. 
 

3. Advance disability rights.   We were impressed by the commitment and spirit shown 
by members of Vietnam's nascent disability rights movement.  These fine people are 
carving out some space in a relatively restricted civil society.  Providing opportunities for 
them to participate in program design would affirm their dignity and enlarge the space for 
democratic action in Vietnam.   There could be no more appropriate legacy to our 
response to the tragic legacy of war-time herbicide use.   
 

4. Increase the professional and managerial skills of local civil society groups. We 
join the US-Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin in recommending that 
USAID focus its support on developing the capacity of local Vietnamese NGOs, 
including those representing people with disabilities.   

 



5. Encourage new funding mechanisms, including additional public-private 
partnerships   The needs of people with disabilities are a humanitarian challenge of 
significant scale.  New and creative funding sources may well be needed to fully address 
the demand.  The U.S.-Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin estimates an 
annual funding target of $82 million, of which $65million would be expected to come 
from the U.S. government with the balance of $ 17 million/ year coming from other 
bilateral and private for-profit and not-for-profit sources.  We encourage USAID to 
include a request for significantly increased funding part of its budget request next year 
and for years to come.   

 
Thank you for this opportunity to offer comments and input to USAID as it prepares its 
comprehensive, multi-year plan for Agent Orange-related activities in Vietnam.  And thank you 
for your consideration of these recommendations.   
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