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A dark legacy of the Vietnam War is creating  
a whole new set of problems.
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A few years ago, I found myself at the storied Da Nang Airport, once a main U.S. 
air base in Vietnam, with my colleague from the Aspen Institute, Bill Mayer. 
Bill had been an Air Force pilot during the war, flying military supplies into Da 

Nang and bringing back, in the cargo bays of his C-124s, the coffins of fallen American 
soldiers. At Da Nang we met Bui The Giang, a top Communist Party official who, during 
the war, had served in a North Vietnamese antiaircraft battalion. Whether Giang had 
ever taken a shot at one of Bill’s planes was a subject of speculation between the two old 
soldiers. That their conversation was friendly and relaxed was a sign, I thought, of just 
how far the U.S. and Vietnam have come since the two countries normalized diplomatic 
relations nearly fifteen years ago.

Bill and I were there as part of the U.S.-Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/ 
Dioxin, which I cochair. The aim of our binational and nonpartisan committee is to mar-
shal support for resolving one of the Vietnam War’s last legacies and an abiding irri-
tant to an increasingly valuable U.S. ally and trading partner. From 1962 to 1971, Amer-
ica sprayed close to 20 million gallons of the herbicide Agent Orange across the region, 
to defoliate dense jungle in order to better detect movement of personnel and equip-
ment from north to south, and to destroy enemy crops. That spraying left behind a 
residue of dioxin, a persistent and highly toxic chemical that can both shorten the life 
of humans exposed to it and potentially degrade the health of future generations. At 
Da Nang, a major storage site for Agent Orange during the war, large quantities of the 
chemical leaked into the surrounding land and water. As we walked the barren ground 
with other members of our delegation—former EPA chief Christine Todd Whitman,  
the Ford Foundation’s then President Susan Berresford, Professor Vo Quy of Hanoi Uni-
versity, and Vietnam National Assembly member Ton Nu Thi Ninh—we stopped by a 
lake where the locals can no longer fish because of the dioxin pollution. At the very least, 
we resolved, we should begin by containing and then cleaning up the toxic waste that 
America left behind on this famous site. 

The Vietnamese government claims that several million of its citizens suffer from 
health effects due to this chemical—from muscular and skeletal disorders to such birth 
defects as mental retardation. On our trip we witnessed heartbreaking scenes in Thai 
Binh Province, far from the war zone, where an estimated 10,000 disabled children and 
grandchildren were born to veterans of the conflict. Many had stunted limbs or curved 
spines, and they were working hard at the physical training that would be necessary for 
them to enter the workforce or take care of themselves. Science has demonstrated links 
between dioxin and many, if not all, of these medical conditions. However, it is almost 
impossible to establish direct causal connections between individual sufferers and their 
possible exposure to Agent Orange. 

What to think and do about the complicated problem of Agent Orange’s long-term 
damage is the subject of this special report put together by the Washington Monthly. 
In “Agent of Influence” (page A3), Joshua Kurlantzick and Geoffrey Cain explore the 
tricky scientific and diplomatic terrain of this issue and argue that there are compelling 
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geostrategic reasons for the United States 
to engage in resolving it. In “The Environ-
mental Consequences of War” (page A8), 
Clay Risen looks at the broader question 
of how and why other nations have—or, 
more often, have not—taken responsi-
bility for ameliorating the environmen-
tal and health consequences of their ac-
tions in past wars. And in “A Hard Way to 
Die” (page A12), Phillip Longman brings 
the topic home, with a report on why, af-
ter years of effort, the U.S. government is 
still not providing American veterans ex-
posed to Agent Orange in Vietnam with 
the care they need and deserve. 

Fortunately, the hard work of over-
coming the legacy of Agent Orange has 
begun. In 2006, U.S. President George 
W. Bush and Vietnam President Nguyen 
Minh Triet agreed to undertake coopera-
tive efforts to stop further leaks from the 
old Agent Orange storage sites. In 2007, 
Congress appropriated $3 million for the 
cleanup of dioxin in and around Da Nang 
and for health programs in surrounding 
communities, with $3 million more pro-
vided in the 2009 and 2010 budgets. Now 
that the U.S. government has established 
the precedent of helping, the Obama ad-
ministration can and should move more 
forcefully toward finally solving this prob-
lem. In addition, the Ford Foundation has 
donated its own funds to help at the Da 
Nang Airport and in other affected areas.

America’s foreign policy has always 
been motivated by both our nation’s ideals 
and its strategic interests. Helping to re-
solve the Agent Orange issue would serve 
both. Vietnam has become a key strate-
gic and economic partner, with a citizenry 
that is very supportive of American inter-
ests. By helping to clean up what we left 
behind, we would be displaying our basic 
decency and values as a people. In doing 
so, we might provide some closure, both 
for ourselves and for the Vietnamese, to a 
long-ago war and its lingering legacies.  

Walter Isaacson, president and CEO of the 
Aspen Institute, is cochair of the U.S.-Vietnam 
Dialogue Group on Agent Orange/Dioxin, 
which is supported by the Ford Foundation. 
His most recent books are Einstein: His Life and 
Universe and American Sketches: Great Leaders, 
Creative Thinkers, and Heroes of a Hurricane.

ageNT Of INflUeNCe 
The realpolitik case for compensating Vietnam.

By geoffrey Cain and Joshua Kurlantzick

Khanh, who supports his family by trans-
porting vegetables between villages, earn-
ing about $100 per month. “This [life] is 
truly a curse.”

As a child during the Vietnam War, 
Anh Khanh remembers watching as 
American forces sprayed the area around 
his home with Agent Orange, a defoliant 
containing the chemical dioxin and used 
by U.S. forces to kill plants and expose en-
emy movement. “I remember seeing the 

Anh Nguyen Khanh, a motorbike 
driver in the mountains outside Da 
Nang, a city in southern Vietnam, 

is only fifty-three, but he looks much older. 
His fourteen-year-old son was born with 
severe spina bifida and cannot walk; his 
seventeen-year-old daughter has Down’s 
syndrome. His wife, shattered by her two 
children’s hardships, has become so men-
tally unstable she must be restrained at 
times. “Life is the hardest thing,” says Anh 

Near Da Nang, Nguyen Thi Xuan cares for her twenty-five-year-old son, Nguyen Duc Tu, 
who cannot walk, sit up, or speak due to birth defects authorities believe were caused  
by agent Orange.
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At the annual meeting of Vietnamese and 
American government representatives to 
an Agent Orange task force, held last Sep-
tember, Vietnam’s deputy minister of nat-
ural resources and environment, Nguyen 
Xuan Cuong, declared that U.S. assistance 
in Agent Orange cleanup thus far “has not 
met our expectations.”

Despite pressure from Vietnam, the 
U.S. has steadfastly refused to acknowl-
edge any American responsibility for trag-
edies like the family of Anh Khanh. In part 
this is because the United States is under 
no compelling legal obligation to com-
pensate Vietnam. Attempts by Vietnam-
ese plaintiffs to win damages in American 
courts have repeatedly failed; internation-
al laws and treaties regarding the environ-
mental and health consequences of war are 
weak and largely unenforceable. And while 
there is sound medical evidence linking  

dioxin exposure to an ever-wider variety of 
illnesses, proving causation in individual 
cases in Vietnam is nearly impossible. But 
the biggest reason why the U.S. refuses to 
take responsibility for the effects of Agent 
Orange in Vietnam is one of precedent: 
doing so, defense officials insist, would 
open Washington up to claims from Kore-
ans, Filipinos, Iraqis, and anyone else im-
pacted by the actions of U.S. armed forces.

Yet for all these difficulties, Washing-
ton should help pay for the damage done 
by Agent Orange in Vietnam, because in 
this case our moral concerns coincide with 
our strategic ones. Though most Ameri-
cas still see Vietnam through the eyes of 
the war, endlessly chronicled in books and 
films, average Vietnamese citizens have 
moved on. “The past is closed,” says Tien 
Nam Tran, professor of international re-

American warplanes dropping some sort 
of chemical on the jungles,” he says. “We 
thought everything was okay, because 
they weren’t dropping bombs … It wasn’t 
until the 1980s, when our generation 
started having children, that we learned 
the horrible effects of war would follow us 
our entire lives.” Today, Anh Khanh, like 
many Vietnamese, is convinced that the 
remnants of dioxin, a poison, in his vil-
lage’s soil have destroyed his family, caus-
ing his children’s birth defects, which then 
ruined his wife’s mental health. The local 
government, he says, has little money to 
help him, and offers just $15 per month in 
benefits, only enough to cover a portion of 
the food and health care costs of one of his 
two children. “God is watching over us,” he 
says. “That’s our only hope.”

During the Vietnam War, the United 
States sprayed as much as 18 million gal-
lons of Agent Orange on the country, 
according to a Government Account-
ability Office study. Decades later, 
the long-acting toxin continues to 
exact a terrible toll on the people of 
Vietnam. While the U.S. insists that 
there is not enough evidence to 
link the spraying of the defoli-
ant to any illnesses in Vietnam, 
the government in Hanoi estimates 
that as many as 400,000 Vietnam-
ese have died early from ailments 
related to exposure to dioxin and 
that 500,000 children have birth de-
fects because of exposure to the chemicals 
leeching into water and soil.

Until recently, the lingering effects 
of Agent Orange were not something the 
Vietnamese government talked much 
about. After normalizing relations with 
Washington in 1995, Hanoi’s overwhelm-
ing goal was to win favorable trade deals 
with the United States and admission into 
global bodies like the World Trade Orga-
nization; bringing up unpleasant subjects 
like Agent Orange worked against that 
strategy. But having attained those goals 
a few years ago, the government is now 
becoming more aggressive in pressing its 
claims. “Vietnam feels more confident in 
where it stands with the U.S., so now it 
can go back to some of these war issues,” 
says Edmund Malesky, a Vietnam expert 
at the University of California, San Diego. 

lations at Vietnam National University. 
“Vietnamese people do not see Americans 
as rivals from the previous war.” Rather, 
Vietnam has become one of the most pro-
American countries in Asia. With its prox-
imity to and historical animosity toward 
China, it also has the potential to be a piv-
otal ally in one of the most dangerous re-
gions of the world. And with China win-
ning allies across Asia, the U.S. badly needs 
friends like these. That’s an argument even 
the hardest-core national security hawks 
in Washington ought to listen to. 

During the early years of the Viet-
nam War, Agent Orange was not a 
major tool in the American arsenal, 

but as North Vietnam’s army and the Viet 
Cong proved successful at using the jungle 
to hide men and materiel, the spraying of 
defoliant became central to American war 

fighting. The Vietnamese government 
estimates that the U.S. sprayed rough-

ly 12,000 square miles of Vietnam, 
around 10 percent of the country’s 
total area. Meanwhile, in areas like 
Da Nang, home to a major U.S. air 

base, American forces stored large 
amounts of dioxin, some of which 
ultimately leaked out of storage 

containers. One study by the Hat-
field Consultants, a prominent envi-
ronmental analysis firm, suggested 
that the soil around Da Nang today 

contains up to 365 times the acceptable 
international standard of dioxin.

Hoang Thi The, a seventy-one-year-
old widow once married to a Viet Cong 
officer, lives in Da Nang. She cares for 
two grown children who suffer from se-
vere handicaps: her son was born with de-
formed limbs, while her daughter is deaf, 
mute, and paralyzed—problems caused, 
a local doctor told her, by dioxin. The chil-
dren spend every day lying on wooden 
beds at home, staring at the walls. “In the 
past, we had a lot of money, and we went 
everywhere around Vietnam to find a 
treatment [for their ailments],” she says. 
“But no treatment came. Now we have 
nothing. I worry what will happen to my 
children when I die.”

For years, the evidence appeared in-
conclusive on Agent Orange’s links to dis-
eases. But in recent decades, medical re-
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search, much of it focused on American 
veterans of the Vietnam War, has shown 
dioxin to be a risk factor in an ever-grow-
ing number of illnesses. The list includes 
Parkinson’s disease, Hodgkin’s disease, 
ischemic heart disease, leukemia, pros-
tate cancer, and (in children of those ex-
posed to the chemical) birth defects such 
as spina bifida and clubfoot. Nor is there 
much doubt that many Vietnamese are 
carrying around dangerous amounts of 
the toxin in their bodies. One analysis of 
more than 3,000 Vietnamese, published 
in the American Journal of Public Health, 
found far higher levels of dioxin in their 
blood than among people who’d lived in 
unsprayed areas.

Yet figuring out exactly who in Viet-
nam has been exposed to how much diox-
in is extremely difficult. Despite some re-
cords kept by the U.S. Army, no one knows 
exactly how much Agent Orange was 
sprayed in different parts of the coun-
try. And as one comprehensive Con-
gressional Research Service study 
notes, “Both the South Vietnam-
ese and North Vietnamese govern-
ments were not keeping detailed 
troop deployment information,” 
making it hard to prove who 
fought in the sprayed areas. 

Even Vietnamese health of-
ficials admit they cannot nec-
essarily tell, in a poor country 
where most ailments go untreat-
ed, which handicaps actually stem 
from exposure to dioxin. “We have 
a very limited budget, and we cannot 
be certain who is an Agent Orange  
victim and who is not,” says Phan 
Thanh Tien, who works at the Da 
Nang Association for Victims of Agent  
Orange/Dioxin, a government-funded  
nonprofit. “When a family with a 
handicapped child comes to us, we 
must ask, ‘Where do you live?’ If they 
live in an area that was sprayed heav-
ily, or has contaminated water, we as-
sume they are Agent Orange victims.” 
Indeed, few organizations in Vietnam 
have the money to run a definitive test 
for dioxin exposure. (It costs rough-
ly $1,000 to test one person’s level of 
dioxin exposure, and per capita GDP 
in Vietnam is only $2,600.) Vietnam-

ese domestic politics also plays a role 
in claims. As Phan Thanh Tien admits, 
families of veterans who fought on the 
side of North Vietnam during the war 
receive more government compen-
sation for suspected Agent Orange– 
related illnesses than everybody else.

Even if Vietnam could definitive-
ly determine who was affected by Agent 
Orange, however, the Pentagon would 
still worry that admitting responsibility 
and providing money for victims would 
set a dangerous precedent. The U.S. gov-
ernment could find itself having to pro-
vide similar compensation to those claim-
ing ill-health effects from our wartime  
activities—past, present, and future— 
everywhere from the Korean peninsula  
to Afghanistan. No wonder that during 
the Clinton administration, the period 
when the United States restored relations 

with Vietnam, Assistant Deputy Under-
secretary of Defense Gary Vest, during a 
visit to Vietnam, made clear to his hosts 
that the U.S. could not admit any respon-
sibility for the consequences of its spray-
ing of Agent Orange, according to several 
American officials. In the Bush adminis-
tration, both Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld and Secretary of Veterans Af-
fairs Jim Nicholson reportedly delivered 
similar messages to Hanoi. 

The U.S. government’s position is un-
derstandable, but it rests on a blatant in-
consistency. On the one hand, Washing-
ton insists it cannot pay compensation 
because there is insufficient evidence to 
show that the diseases the Vietnamese 
people suffer were caused by the Agent 

Orange U.S. forces sprayed. On the other 
hand, by law any American veteran who 
set foot in Vietnam during the war and 
who suffers—or whose offspring suffer—
from any one of a wide range of medical 
conditions is presumed to have contracted 
that condition because of Agent Orange, 
and is hence eligible for VA health care and 
other benefits. Vietnamese officials can be 
forgiven for not taking seriously the U.S. 
government’s insistence that when it re-
fuses to acknowledge responsibility for 
the health effects of Agent Orange in Viet-
nam, it is merely following the science. 

Despite disagreements over issues 
like Agent Orange, the United 
States and Vietnam are rapidly 

building a close relationship. For Ameri-
cans who remember the last U.S. diplo-
mats fleeing the embassy roof in Saigon 

(now Ho Chi Minh City) in 1975, this 
amity might seem surprising. But for 

Vietnam, which fought the French 
in the 1940s and ’50s, and then Chi-
na in the late 1970s, the American 
conflict was only one part of a much 
longer battle. “I don’t think most of 

the issues related to the war are 
really on Vietnam’s mind any-
more,” says one Vietnamese dip-

lomat who has dealt with the U.S. 
for years. “We’re more worried 
about what’s happening now.” And 
what’s happening is business: two-

way trade between the United States 
and Vietnam has grown from around 

$1.2 billion in 2000 to over $12 billion in 
2007 (the most recent year with full data 
available). Today, America stands as Viet-
nam’s biggest trading partner and largest 
export market, and the more than 1 mil-
lion Vietnamese Americans contribute to 
the interpersonal ties between the coun-
tries. This economic relationship will only 
expand now that Vietnam has joined the 
World Trade Organization: Fortune 500 
companies like Intel already have made 
big bets on Vietnam, with the tech giant 
building a $1 billion chip fabrication plant 
in the country.

Average Vietnamese, too, have de-
veloped favorable impressions of Ameri-
ca. According to a 2008 survey of six na-
tions in East Asia by the Chicago Coun-

Hoang Thi The, a 
seventy-one-year-old 
widow, cares for two 
grown children with  

dioxin-related handicaps. 
“We have nothing,” she 
says. “I worry what will 
happen to my children 

when I die.”
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veterans could reconcile with their old ad-
versaries. Since the majority of Vietnam’s 
80 million people are under thirty years 
old, most do not remember the war years. 
And even for older Vietnamese, the fact 
that the “American war” was only part of 
decades of conflict—or centuries of con-
flict, if one counts Vietnam’s historic wars 
against China—means that people do 

not simply focus their animosity against 
the United States and that Vietnamese 
take a highly pragmatic view of the world. 
“Throughout several thousand years of 
building and defending our country … 
after each invasion that the Vietnamese 
people had to fight back, Vietnam … was 
ready to establish and normalize the rela-
tions with the old rivals for the benefits of 

both sides,” says Vietnam National Uni-
versity’s Tien Nam Tran. 

Perhaps more important, on a stra-
tegic level Vietnam’s policymakers have 
chosen to build deep ties with America, 
and Americans have responded in kind. 
“You can see they are some of the most 
impressive strategic thinkers in the re-
gion, that they are looking for a real  
alliance—we want to work closely with 
them,” says one senior State Department 
official. Strategic ties come from mutual 
fear of the giant neighbor on Vietnam’s 
northern border. Washington worries 
that a resurgent China is making rap-
id inroads into Southeast Asia, long a 
sphere of American influence. Today, 
even as China has become one of Viet-
nam’s biggest trading partners, and the 
two Communist parties proclaim broth-
erly ties, Hanoi remains uncomfort-
able with Beijing. The two nations claim 
some of the same areas of the South  
China Sea, and have skirmished over 
small islands in the disputed waters.

Besides its shared fear of China, Viet-
nam’s geographic position also offers vital 
strategic advantages to the United States. 
It is situated relatively close to the Straits 
of Taiwan, the biggest potential flashpoint 
between Washington and Beijing. The U.S. 
Navy already has begun port calls in Viet-
nam, for the first time since the war years. 
In 2003, Pham Van Tra made the first visit 
by a Vietnamese defense minister to the 
Pentagon since the war.

There are still sticking points, oth-
er than the legacy of Agent Orange, in 
the U.S.-Vietnam relationship. Vietnam 
remains an authoritarian country, and 
Washington continues to highlight its hu-
man rights abuses and lack of religious 
freedom. In October, the advocacy or-
ganization Human Rights Watch blast-
ed Hanoi for going backward on religious 
freedom after Vietnamese security forc-
es beat monks aligned with Thich Nhat 
Hanh, a Buddhist leader and peace activ-
ist who reportedly urged Hanoi to loosen 
restrictions on religion. “Once again Viet-
nam has clamped down on a peaceful re-
ligious group—even one that was initial-
ly welcomed by the government,” Elaine 
Pearson, deputy Asia director at Human 
Rights Watch, told reporters.

cil on Global Affairs, the influence of U.S. 
soft power in Vietnam (a combined mea-
sure of economic, political, and cultural in-
fluence) was higher than in all other coun-
tries surveyed, which included longtime 
American allies like Japan. On the ground 
in Vietnam, anecdotal evidence confirms 
the survey results. When then President 
Bill Clinton visited Hanoi in 2000, aver-

age Vietnamese mobbed his entourage, 
desperately hoping for autographs, or any 
kind of contact, from the American leader.

This surprising warmth stems from 
several factors. By the early 1990s, Amer-
ican war veterans, led by Senators John 
Kerry and John McCain, pushed for po-
litical normalization with Vietnam and led 
trips back to the country so that average 
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U.s. forces concentrated agent Orange spraying in southern vietnam,  
around the site of major battles.



Washington Monthly  A7

 special repor t

Yet these problems do not overshad-
ow cooperation. Hanoi has launched a reg-
ular, high-level dialogue with the State De-
partment. “The Vietnamese are incredibly 
eager to meet with us, and it’s an easy way 
to build up ties,” says one State Depart-
ment official who covers Southeast Asia. 
The U.S. gives Vietnam some $100 million 
in annual aid—to fight pandemic disease, 
to promote trade and investment, and 
to improve the rule of law, among other 
goals—making it one of the biggest recipi-
ents of American assistance of any nation 
in Asia. In the long run, in fact, Vietnam 
could become the closest U.S. ally in its re-
gion, given the shared strategic interests, 
Vietnam’s pragmatic foreign policy, and 
the country’s natural ties to America. 

I t is hard to imagine this mutually ben-
eficial relationship coming to full frui-
tion, however, unless the United 

States does more to address the leg-
acy of Agent Orange. The burden of 
that legacy is on display at a daycare 
center for older children with most-
ly dioxin-related disabilities run 
by the Da Nang Association for  
Victims of Agent Orange/Dioxin. 
The center consists of four small 
rooms and one large one with paint-
chipped walls, a few tables, some 
plastic chairs, and one lone fan. Doz-
ens of children are crammed into the 
rooms, where they play with toys and 
learn vocational skills like sewing while 
their parents work in hotels and factories. 
The services are meager—the center can-
not afford, among other things, an on-site 
doctor to give the children required check-
ups on their conditions. “We can only take 
in the most severe cases, so we must de-
cline many families who need help,” says 
Nguyen Thi Hien, who runs the NGO. This 
facility and another one run by the NGO 
provide care for only about 100 of the es-
timated 1,400 kids in Da Nang with Agent 
Orange–related disabilities.

Washington has already embraced 
the foundations for a potential Agent Or-
ange solution. In neighboring Laos, heav-
ily bombed during the Vietnam War, the 
U.S. government has contributed a mod-
est amount of assistance for getting rid 
of unexploded ordnance—projects that 

come with no statement of legal respon-
sibility for American actions. This has 
helped to rebuild the United States’ im-
age in that country. And in Vietnam, the 
George W. Bush administration already 
took the first step toward an Agent Or-
ange solution, providing an initial $3 mil-
lion to clean up spilled Agent Orange in 
and around the former U.S. air bases in 
Vietnam and for the humanitarian needs 
of residents near those bases.

The next step will be to assist the ac-
tual victims of Agent Orange spraying. 
Washington will not want to deliver the 
aid itself; as Japan discovered when try-
ing to help clean up the residue of World 
War II chemical weapons in China, get-
ting involved in on-the-ground service 
delivery makes the donor vulnerable to 
byzantine and sometimes corrupt local 
politics. And because of the inherent dif-

ficulties of determining who is and who 
isn’t a victim of Agent Orange, the U.S. 
should not even try. Better, instead, for 
Washington to determine an annual sum 
of aid for Vietnam, call it humanitarian 
assistance—thus avoiding any link to or 
responsibility for Agent Orange—and 
give it to Hanoi, letting the Vietnamese 
government figure out how to use it to 
help Agent Orange victims. 

Such a resolution might not please 
everyone in Vietnamese government cir-
cles, where opinion remains divided on 
how aggressively to push the United States 
on Agent Orange. Officials from the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, tasked with build-
ing the strategic relationship, express in 
private the most caution about using 
Agent Orange as an issue. Agricultural of-
ficials, too, worry about allowing stories 

of dioxin to tarnish the reputation of Viet-
namese produce. Meanwhile, according to 
several Vietnam specialists, conservatives 
within the ruling Communist Party, who 
tend to be the most skeptical of ties to the 
United States, want to push the hardest 
on Agent Orange, and might strongly re-
sist a compromise in which the U.S. gov-
ernment did not admit any guilt. Still, giv-
en its inherent pragmatism, and its desire 
to move beyond the war, Hanoi probably 
would take such a deal. 

The bigger political difficulty is like-
ly to be here in the United States. Any at-
tempt by the Obama administration to  
offer aid to the victims of Agent Orange in 
Vietnam will almost certainly be used by 
the president’s opponents to stir up old 
Vietnam-era political and cultural resent-
ments which, unlike in Vietnam, are still 
very much alive in the United States. But 

Obama might find that on this issue he 
has allies on the other side of the aisle 

who understand the strategic stakes. 
One of them may be John McCain, 
a key architect of the reconciliation 
with Vietnam. “We need to contin-

ue to address the issue [of Agent 
Orange] both in compensation 
for the victims as well as cleanup 

of areas that are clearly contaminat-
ed,” the Arizona senator declared on 
a visit to Vietnam in April of 2008. 

This fall, Obama probably will 
visit Vietnam himself to attend a sum-

mit of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations. When pressed on Agent Orange 
by his Vietnamese hosts—as he almost 
certainly will be—the president will have a 
choice in how he responds. He could reiter-
ate current U.S. policy and leave it at that. 
Or he could seize the moment by offering 
humanitarian aid to the Vietnamese vic-
tims of Agent Orange—a bold move that 
would address a bitter legacy from Ameri-
ca’s past while sealing a vital strategic alli-
ance for years to come.  

geoffrey Cain is a journalist based in Seoul, 
South Korea, who contributes to Time and the 
Economist. He was formerly based in Vietnam 
and Cambodia. Joshua Kurlantzick is a fellow at 
the Council on Foreign Relations and author of 
Charm Offensive: How China’s Soft Power Is  
Transforming the World.

If Obama offers 
humanitarian aid to the 
Vietnamese victims of 

Agent Orange, he might 
find he has allies on the 
other side of the aisle,  

including John McCain. 
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I n the waning days of World War II, 
the retreating Japanese army left mil-
lions of chemical weapons scattered 

across northeastern China. To prevent 
the Allies from capturing them, units 
buried the shells—containing chemicals 
including mustard gas, phosgene, and 
lewisite—in fields, lakes, and streams. 
The result has been a slow-motion pub-
lic health disaster: according to Chi-
nese officials, in the last sixty years 
more than 2,000 people have died 
from toxins leaking from the weap-
ons, and countless more have been 
sickened and permanently injured 
by them.

For decades, the Japanese 
government denied knowledge 
of the weapons, as well as any re-
sponsibility for cleaning them up. 
But in 1997 Tokyo entered into 
talks with Beijing over how to rem-
edy the damage, and Japan eventual-
ly agreed to a multibillion-dollar plan to 
locate and destroy some 700,000 aban-
doned weapons. In a September 1997 
speech in Beijing outlining a “new age” for 
Japanese-Chinese relations, then Jap- 
anese Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashi-
moto described the effort as a salve on 
“a deep wound in our hearts” that re-
affirmed the countries’ “two thousand 
years of friendly relations.”

What’s amazing about the Japa-
nese effort is that it’s happening at all. 
Japan likely will end up spending al-
most $1.6 billion to destroy the stock 
of known chemical weapons in China. 
If even more weapons are found—and, 
World War II records being as poor as 
they are, that’s a strong likelihood—
the costs could easily double. No won-

der the Japanese-Chinese deal is almost 
the only instance in which a country has 
voluntarily paid for the environmental 
damage caused by its military.

Why? The easy answer is that there’s  
no legal requirement—international law  
is spotty at best when it comes to the 
environmental and public health lega-
cies of military activity. But the real is-

sues are cost and precedent: remedia- 
tion and health care for victims are  
incredibly expensive, and no country 
wants to set a precedent that would 
force them to spend billions cleaning 
up their own mess. “Once you open that 
door, where does it end?” asks Brian 
Sheridan, a Clinton-era assistant sec-
retary of defense who worked on clean-
up issues. “It’s enormously expensive. 
That’s not what countries think of when 
they go to war.” 

With the United States now pon-
dering a postwar future in Iraq and  
Afghanistan, some policymakers will  
wind up examining whether—or how— 
America might pay for any damage done 
to the Afghans’ and Iraqis’ environment 
and health. Already, for instance, doc-
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tors in Iraq are reporting higher-than-
normal levels of cancer and birth defects 
in cities like Fallujah where the fighting 
was heaviest. So defense planners are 
looking to the legacy of Agent Orange 
in Vietnam for clues. Yet history shows 
that America’s use of Agent Orange was 
hardly the first instance in which a coun-
try has ignored the environmental and 

health impacts of its wartime strate-
gies. Indeed, almost without excep-

tion, countries do not pay for these 
legacies, for a number of reasons: 
the cost of cleanup is prohibitive; 
policymakers worry about the im-

pact of paying on national secu-
rity; and international law can-
not hold a polluter accountable. 

And when, in a rare case like Japan, 
nations do pay, they do so for stra-
tegic, not moral, reasons. 

T he U.S. military is hardly a par-
agon of environmental stew-
ardship, but its sins pale in 

comparison with those of the former  
Soviet Union—both in terms of damage 
caused and refusal to account for it. Like 
a receding tide revealing flotsam and 
jetsam, in the early 1990s withdrawing 
Russian troops left behind thousands of 
square miles of polluted territory, most-
ly in the form of bases and testing rang-
es once home to the mighty Soviet army. 
In Estonia, where 570 Soviet military fa-
cilities occupied almost 2 percent of the 
entire country, experts found thousands 
of unexploded rockets, air bases where 
fuel oil had seeped twenty feet below the 
surface, and nuclear power plants where 
toxic waste was left sitting in the open. 
In the mid-1990s, the cost of cleanup 

In the 1990s, the 
United States decommis-

sioned scores of bases 
around the world, and in 

almost every instance 
left an environmental 

pigsty in its wake.

THe eNvIRONmeNTal  
CONseqUeNCes Of WaR
Why militaries almost never clean up the messes they leave behind.

By Clay Risen
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a Japanese expert in China labels chemical weapons left by  
the Japanese military during World War II.
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was estimated at $6 billion, nearly four 
times the tiny Baltic state’s budget.

Russia, however, refused to pro-
vide assistance. “It was almost impossi-
ble to get Russia to pay off its financial 
obligations, such as its debts. It is clear 
that winning any environmental com-
pensation would be impossible,” says 
Petr Pavlinek, an expert on the eastern 
European environment at the Universi-
ty of Nebraska at Omaha. Russia further 
claimed, accurately, that the withdrawal 
agreements it signed with its former sat-
ellites absolved it of any cleanup respon-
sibility. Nor did it help that Russia, even 
at its weakest point in the early 1990s, 
was too big for its former allies to push 
around. “The affected countries have no 
leverage to win any compensation from 
Russia,” says Pavlinek. “How can they 
make Russia pay? So if they want to clean 
up the environmental damage they 
have to do it by themselves, and pay 
for it, too.” 

Russia wasn’t the only Cold 
War adversary to skip out on 
cleanup duty. During the 1990s 
the United States decommis-
sioned scores of bases around 
the world, and in almost every 
instance it left an environmen-
tal pigsty in its wake. The sprawl-
ing naval base at Subic Bay in the 
Philippines, once America’s largest 
overseas military installation, never 
had a sewage treatment plant; instead, 
wastewater was dumped directly into the 
bay. In 1992, the General Accounting Of-
fice (predecessor of today’s Government 
Accountability Office) estimated that 
the cost of cleaning up the facility, along 
with Clark Air Base to the north, “could 
approach Superfund proportions.” The 
1991 eruption of the Philippines’ Mount 
Pinatubo exposed these shortcomings: 
the volcano sent thousands fleeing to the 
bases for safety, and after just months 
of living there, hundreds came down 
with asbestosis and other ailments like-
ly caused by military toxins. But when 
Manila demanded compensation, Wash-
ington balked, claiming, justifiably, that 
the 1947 Military Bases Agreement be-
tween the two countries cleared it of any 
responsibility for the base once it left. 

Washington’s attitude, says Sheridan, 
was that “fighting the Cold War was a 
shared responsibility—we did our part 
by providing a protective umbrella, and 
they provided the land.” Though local 
nonprofits and members of the Filipino 
government continue to press the Unit-
ed States for aid, observers say there is 
almost no chance that Manila will ever 
see a penny in compensation.

The United States did a better 
job cleaning up after itself in Panama, 
where it steadily decommissioned bases 
throughout the 1990s in the run-up to 
the handover of the Panama Canal Zone 
on December 31, 1999. Unlike in the rela-
tively unimportant Philippines, the U.S. 
had a powerful strategic reason to help, 
though the assistance did not please all 
Panamanians. Much of the American 
cleanup was focused on unexploded ord-

nance left on firing ranges deep in the 
Panamanian jungle, which was difficult 
to reach. In several cases the Pentagon 
simply cordoned off the contaminated 
areas, claiming that moving in equip-
ment would do more damage to the en-
vironment than just leaving the weap-
ons to rot.

As in Panama, in Canada the U.S. 
has serious strategic interests. The coun-
try is also America’s largest trading part-
ner. So while the U.S. military shuttered 
several Canadian facilities in the 1990s 
and claimed it had “no legal obligation” 
to help clean them up, in 1998 Wash-
ington reversed its position and offered 
$100 million. The reason? Realpolitik. 
“There is no other country with the same 
combination of geography, historical re-
lationship, and vital significance to U.S. 

national security,” said Deputy Secre-
tary of Defense John Hamre in a letter to 
Congress—though he made sure to add 
that this was “a special case not duplicat-
ed anywhere else in the world.”

If countries don’t want to pay for clean-
up, international law can hardly make 
them. While a number of treaties since 

the 1970s—the First Protocol to the Ge-
neva Conventions, the Environmental 
Modification Convention, and others—
have tried to limit the environmental 
consequences of war, they have all made 
broad exceptions for militarily necessary 
activity. They have also had weak, even 
nonexistent, enforcement mechanisms, 
and the definition of “militarily neces-
sary” has been highly flexible. “Where 
the international community has sought 
to hold states and individuals responsi-

ble for environmental harm caused 
during armed conflict, results have 

largely been poor,” concludes a re-
cent report by the United Nations 
Environmental Program.

One exception to this weak en-
forcement was the 1991 United 
Nations Compensation Com-

mission (UNCC), which over-
saw payments by Iraq for damag-
es it caused in Kuwait during the 
first Gulf War—explicitly includ-

ing, for the first time, damage to the 
environment. “It was found that the 

intentional opening and burning of the 
wells as a tool of war merited compen-
sation and liability,” says Mark Drumbl, 
an international environmental law spe-
cialist at Washington and Lee’s School of 
Law. The $28 billion paid to Kuwait and 
its citizens since then, coming primarily 
from the so-called Oil-for-Food Program, 
has helped deal with the millions of gal-
lons of crude oil spilled during Iraq’s 
“scorched earth” campaign. 

This was, of course, victors’ jus-
tice, not the result of a voluntary inter-
national regime. More to the point, the 
UNCC effort also proves the limits of in-
ternational legal protections. In 2005 the 
UNCC denied a request by Saudi Ara-
bia for a share of the Iraqi funds to cov-
er public health damages, based on a 
two-year study by researchers at Johns 

When, in rare 
cases, nations pay for  

the environmental  
damage caused by their  

militaries, they do so  
for strategic reasons, 

not moral ones.
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Hopkins; according to the UNCC, the re-
search failed to show conclusively that 
the increased respiratory ailments and 
decreased life spans found among the 
Saudi population were exclusively caused 
by the war, holding claimants to a stan-
dard that was almost impossible to meet.

Even the Chemical Weapons Con-
vention, which has done a remarkable 
job of ridding the planet of domestic 
chemical weapons stocks, has had only 
a mixed record at forcing countries to 
clean up weapons abandoned overseas. 
Ethiopia, for example, has charged  that 
Italian chemical weapons—in particu-
lar, mustard gas and phosgene, which 
Mussolini’s Fascist government used 
in the mid-1930s during the Second  
Italo-Abyssinian War—remain scattered 
around the country. Yet in a recent offi-
cial statement, Italy claims, “Accord-
ing to our records in Rome, at the 
end of the 1935–1936 war between 
Italy and Ethiopia, no deposits of 
chemical armaments were left in 
the country,” and it has refused to 
offer compensation. 

So why did Japan choose 
the road less traveled? Why 
didn’t it do like Italy and Rus-

sia and simply stonewall? In fact, 
at first, it did: China began call-
ing for compensation in the mid-
1980s, and it took twenty years for 
Tokyo to even admit it had left chem-
ical weapons behind. What changed, fun-
damentally, wasn’t the force of interna-
tional law or Japan’s sense of moral re-
sponsibility, but China’s emergence as 
a regional and then a global superpow-
er, which changed Japan’s own strategic 
calculus. With China on the ascendance  
militarily—playing a larger role in re-
solving regional disputes like North Ko-
rea, and becoming Japan’s largest trad-
ing partner—Tokyo could not afford to 
let World War II legacies get in the way 
of what was becoming its most impor-
tant economic and political relationship 
in Asia. In other words, like the U.S. de-
cision to approve cleanup in Canada but 
not in the Philippines, Japan made a stra-
tegic choice. “It’s a savvy thing for Japan 
to be engaged with,” says Sheila Smith, a 

Japan expert at the Council on Foreign 
Relations. “It’s a threatening situation, 
with people getting hurt every day, and 
it’s something Japan can do something 
about right now.”

Beginning in the early 1990s, Ja-
pan sent teams of scientists to survey 
the location and extent of the weapon 
dumps, and in 1995 it formed a bination-
al team to isolate and neutralize thirty 
chemical shells. But much more help was 
needed, and in 1999 Japan inked a deal 
with China to locate and destroy mas-
sive amounts of chemicals. Japan, how-
ever, made the mistake of attempting 
to handle the cleanup itself, rather than 
providing money to the Chinese govern-
ment and letting Beijing handle the ac-
tual details. Japan’s attempt to manage 
the cleanup has resulted in cost over-

runs, delays, and acrimony. In 2008, four 
executives at Pacific Consultants Inter-
national, the firm contracted to help im-
plement the cleanup, were arrested for 
siphoning more than $1.3 million out of 
the program and into their private bank 
accounts. “Getting it all together has 
been more of a hassle than anyone an-
ticipated,” says Jeffrey Kingston, a pro-
fessor at Temple University’s Tokyo cam-
pus. “A lot of those barrels were dumped 
in swampy ground, so it’s not an easy op-
eration.” Simply getting high-tech reme-
diation equipment through the baroque 
Chinese customs bureaucracy has been a 
nightmare, he says.

Because of the cleanup problems, 
the Japanese effort hasn’t won many ku-
dos from the Chinese public. As a result, 

outside observers are likely to take the 
Japanese experience as an object lesson 
in why not to embark on cleanup efforts. 
Here’s a country that committed billions, 
not to mention its reputation, to a proj-
ect whose scope it didn’t comprehend—
and what does it have to show for it?

Given such meager precedents, it is 
all but impossible that the United States 
will feel itself compelled, legally or mor-
ally, to compensate Vietnam for its use of 
Agent Orange. Even if it did, says a for-
mer Pentagon official, “It will always be 
in our interest to deny.” After all, admit-
ting responsibility for Agent Orange’s ef-
fects would open the U.S. military to un-
told claims around the world. “We will do 
gymnastics to avoid setting that prece-
dent,” says the former official. 

Still, there are ways to provide 
Agent Orange–related aid to Vietnam 
without setting such a precedent. In-

deed, the U.S. is already doing so. In 
early 2008, as a result of diplomat-
ic overtures from the Bush admin-
istration, a small amount of Ameri-
can funds began flowing to a diox-

in remediation effort around 
Da Nang, one of the central de-

pots for Agent Orange during the 
war. But the State Department and 
the Pentagon have been careful to 
characterize the Da Nang effort as 
a humanitarian gesture, not an ad-

mission of a link between the dioxin 
around the city and the former herbi-

cides stored there. “I would say the real 
reason they’re doing it is geopolitical,” 
say Susan Hammond, director of the War 
Legacies Project, which studies the long-
term health and ecological consequenc-
es of war. “They want to have closer mili-
tary-to-military relations with Vietnam.”

Like China vis-à-vis Japan, Viet-
nam is an increasingly important trad-
ing partner for the United States, and 
an important potential ally in the event 
that competition with China heats up. 
Whether it is important enough to mer-
it serious compensation will determine 
whether it ends up like the Philippines, 
Panama, or Canada.  

Clay Risen is the managing editor of Democra-
cy: A Journal of Ideas.

Even as the U.S. 
military pulls out of Iraq, 
Iraqi doctors are report-
ing higher-than-normal 

levels of cancer and birth 
defects in cities like  
Fallujah where the  

fighting was heaviest. 
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they sold their home and bought a small-
er, easier-to-navigate house furnished 
with a hospital bed, a trapeze, and special 
pillows to help with Gary’s bedsores. Ter-
ry is also responsible these days for look-
ing after her eighty-year-old mother, who 
now lives with them.

This might be just another sad sto-
ry of another working-class American 
family struggling with poor luck and bad 
health, except that it gets worse in ways 

that involve us all. Terry thought it very 
important that she get her husband en-
rolled at the VA Medical Center in nearby 
Fargo, North Dakota, which would pro-
vide, among other benefits, equipment 
like the ramps he needs and, important-
ly, respite care for herself. She knew that 
at their income level the couple wouldn’t 
meet the VA’s strict means test for admis-
sion. But she’d been reading about grow-
ing scientific evidence linking Parkinson’s 
disease to exposure to Agent Orange, a 
chemical defoliant widely used in Viet-
nam during the war. And, as it happens, 
the Bien Hoa base was and remains an 
Agent Orange “hot spot” in Vietnam—so 

G ary Nickel, 62, never liked to talk 
about his experiences in Viet-
nam. It’s only recently that his 

wife, Terry, has gotten some details out of 
him about why he’s started screaming in 
his sleep and locking his hands together 
as if he were choking someone. He’s final-
ly told her, for example, about the time 
when, at the giant Bien Hoa Air Base, 
twenty miles northeast of Saigon, a plane 
landed and all the men jumped off puk-
ing. Nickel, whose job was to load and 
unload aircraft, discovered inside the 
rotting head of a U.S. soldier stuck 
on a post.

Gary told her, too, about 
his flashbacks to the many times 
during the Tet Offensive when he 
shook in bunkers while under 
mortar attack. After much ob-
jection about “not wanting to 
be pegged” with a mental illness, 
Gary at last relented to his wife’s 
insistence that he seek treatment 
for post-traumatic stress disor-
der, and now takes medication for 
it prescribed by private physician. 
But that’s not his greatest medical need. 
Gary also suffers from Parkinson’s dis-
ease, a degenerative brain disorder that 
impairs motor and cognitive skills. Par-
kinson’s is most often found among the 
elderly, but Gary was only fifty-seven 
when he was first diagnosed, and he de-
generated quickly. 

Within two years of his diagnosis, he 
had to give up his job at the water treat-
ment plant in Moorhead, Minnesota, and 
Terry had to give up her job as a nurse 
to stay with him around the clock. (The 
couple have no children.) Forced to live 
on a reduced income, including a $450-a-
month Social Security disability check, 

much so that the U.S. government com-
mitted in 2008 to helping the Vietnam-
ese government clean up the high levels 
of dioxins and other contaminants that 
still exist there. So in 2007 Terry applied 
for her husband to be admitted to the VA 
on the premise that his Parkinson’s was a 
“service-connected” illness.

The bureaucracy at the Fargo 
VA, however, was unmoved. Fourteen 
months after making their application, 

the Nickels received a single-spaced, 
two-and-a-quarter-page letter, dated 

July 7, 2008, that spelled out the VA’s 
rationale for rejecting Gary’s en-
rollment. The case officer acknowl-
edged finding a study on Wikipe-
dia that showed that people exposed 

to herbicides like Agent Orange 
have “a 70 percent greater inci-
dence of PD than individuals not 

exposed,” but then went on to sug-
gest that Gary could have contract-
ed PD at such a young age because 
of his “14 year history of smoking,” 

or “occupational hazards” at the wa-
ter plant. Terry says she assembled 

hundreds of pages of studies to rebut 
these claims—a tactic that has worked 
for a handful of Vietnam vets with Par-
kinson’s. But after a year of waiting for 
the verdict on their appeal she learned, 
with the help of local legislators, that the 
VA had simply closed their case. “In my 
eyes,” Terry says, “it’s all political.”

Though she lost her battle, Terry 
turned out to be right on the facts. This 
fall, the head of the VA, Eric K. Shinse-
ki, acknowledged growing medical evi-
dence linking Parkinson’s and two other 
common diseases to Agent Orange. Yet 
Gary Nickel and hundreds of thousands 
of other vets have been made to suffer 

The VA conditions 
benefits, understandably, 

on scientific proof. But 
that proof accumulates 

so slowly that many  
veterans will be dead and 

buried before they’re  
finally deemed eligible.

a HaRD Way TO DIe 
Why hundreds of thousands of Vietnam vets with Agent Orange–
related diseases have been made to suffer without VA health care.

By Phillip longman
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for years without care thanks to a sys-
tem that conditions benefits on scientific 
proof—proof that accumulates so slowly 
that many veterans will be dead and bur-
ied before they’re finally deemed eligible. 

Why can’t all Vietnam vets who 
were exposed to Agent Or-
ange automatically get into 

the VA? Didn’t we take care of that prob-
lem years ago? Those of us beyond a cer-
tain age can remember the headlines, 
the angry demonstrations, the acrimo-
nious hearings. About how the govern-
ment long denied that exposure to Agent 
Orange could contribute to any ill-health 
except a case of chloracne, a disfiguring 
skin condition. About the gigantic class-
action suit against Dow, Monsanto, and 
other manufacturers of Agent Orange, 
which left Vietnam veterans furious over 
its miniscule out-of-court settlement  
(an eventual $197 million paid to 
52,000 vets over ten years, or about 
$3,800 each). About Reagan’s VA ad-
ministrator, Robert Nimmo, who 
used an appearance on NBC’s Today 
show to call Vietnam veterans “a 
bunch of crybabies.” About conser-
vative think tanks that denounced 
as “junk science” any studies 
implicating Agent Orange as a 
cause of illness. And about how, 
finally, the federal government ac-
knowledged the mounting scientific 
evidence linking Agent Orange to a 
variety of diseases and promised to 
help its victims.

On February 6, 1991, Presi-
dent H. W. Bush signed the Agent 
Orange Act into law. It seemed like a 
great victory to Vietnam vets at the time. 
The legislation codified that Vietnam 
veterans with any of three conditions 
known by then to be strongly associat-
ed with Agent Orange—chloracne, non- 
Hodgkin’s lymphoma, and soft-tissue 
sarcoma, with some exclusions—would 
automatically qualify for VA health care, 
no questions asked. And the bill called 
upon the Institute of Medicine (IOM) 
to continuously look for new evidence 
of Agent’s Orange’s long-term health ef-
fects. Backed by the great champion of 
veterans’ causes, the late Democratic 

Congressman G. V. “Sonny” Montgom-
ery, as well as by then Republican Sen-
ator Arlen Specter, the bill promised to 
bring closure to what Bush called “this 
very complex and very divisive issue.”

For awhile, the legislation seemed 
to stand as an example of an overdue, but 
morally sound, workable policy based on 
science. In 1993, the IOM found a posi-
tive association between Agent Orange 
and Hodgkin’s and several other compar-
atively rare diseases, and the VA dutifully 
added these to the list of conditions pre-
sumed to be service connected for anyone 
who served in Vietnam. But as the years 
went by, the IOM and other researchers 
kept turning up more and more evidence 
of more and more complications from ex-
posure to Agent Orange. A huge shocker, 
to most Vietnam vets and to federal bud-
geters, came in 2000 when the IOM re-
ported a link between exposure to Agent 

Orange and type II diabetes—one of the 
most common diseases in America. It 
turns out to be substantially more com-
mon among Vietnam vets, and though it 
cost a bundle, the VA, under the waning 
Clinton administration, changed its rules 
so that all Vietnam vets with the condi-
tion are now presumed to have a service-
related illness and therefore are eligible 
for VA care. 

Then, though it attracted little at-
tention in a country that had moved 
on from the war, the news kept getting 
worse. As Vietnam vets passed through 

their fifties and sixties, they experienced 
high rates and early onsets of more and 
more chronic diseases, like hypertension 
and cancers of the lung and prostate, for 
which Agent Orange turned out to be a 
risk factor. Science also began confirming 
many of their suspicions about their chil-
dren’s health. In 2007, for example, the 
VA reported that 1,200 children of Viet-
nam veterans had spina bifida, a birth de-
fect closely associated with a key ingredi-
ent of Agent Orange. 

Then, in July of last year, a bomb-
shell landed on Secretary Shinseki’s 
desk. In the most recent of a long se-
ries of reports entitled Veterans and 
Agent Orange, the IOM added Parkin-
son’s as well as ischemic heart disease 
and hairy cell leukemia to its list of 
conditions associated with Agent Or-
ange exposure. In response, Shinseki 
ordered a rule change redefining these 

three conditions as service related 
for any Vietnam vet who has them. 

Presuming those rules make it 
through final review, people like 
Gary Nickel and some 200,000 
other vets will soon have a much 
easier time claiming benefits. 

But what about vets who suf-
fer from conditions that have 
not yet been but may some-
day be linked to Agent Orange? 

For now, their only hope is to fol-
low the route Gary Nickel took: 
try to prove that their case of the 
disease was caused by exposure to 
Agent Orange to the satisfaction 
of some overwhelmed VA service 

officer, who, as we’ve seen, may well 
try to settle the matter with some 

scratching around on Wikipedia.

S ome of the administrative prob-
lems have been there all along. 
For many veterans of the Viet-

nam era, just proving they were in the 
service, let alone victims of Agent Or-
ange, can be an ordeal, due largely to 
a 1973 fire in St. Louis that destroyed 
many military service records. Today, 
if one picks up the membership maga-
zine of the Vietnam Veterans of Amer-
ica (VVA), one finds pages of fine-print 
notices like this one: 

In Vietnam, the 
environment was  

saturated not just with 
Agent Orange but with a 

stew of other toxic  
chemicals whose effects 
could have been harmful 
in combination, though it 

would be extremely  
difficult to determine  

that scientifically.
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Incident verification needed. National 
Records Center advises me that my doc-
uments were lost in a fire. Seeking any-
one who served the 611th Trans. Bn., 
Vinh Long, 1969–70. Having health is-
sues due to an accident that occurred dur- 
ing a recovery mission. Contact: Stan 
Floyd, americanairboats@ymail.com.

By law, the VA is supposed to help vets 
to find their service records and other-
wise establish their eligibility. But David 
Houppert, who directs the VVA’s efforts 
to help its members navigate the VA bu-
reaucracy, says that the government em-
ployees charged with the task of plowing 
through the dusty repositories of the mil-

itary and the National Archives are often 
so overwhelmed with their caseloads that 
they make only perfunctory searches. As 
a result, a niche industry now exists that 
helps vets who can afford its fees to track 
down their records. 

Beyond the challenge of establish-
ing a service record is the often meta-

Terry Nickel assists her husband, gary, whose Parkinson’s disease may have been caused by exposure to agent Orange in vietnam.
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physical problem of proving that one’s 
ill-health is related to military service. 
By their very nature, almost all chron-
ic disorders are multicausal, influenced 
by factors such as genetics, diet, behav-
ior, and environmental influences often 
all acting together. In Vietnam, the en-
vironment was saturated not just with 
Agent Orange but with a stew of oth-
er toxic chemicals whose effects could 
have been harmful in combination, 
though it would be extremely difficult 
to determine that scientifically. “Oper-
ation Flyswatter,” for example, sprayed 
1.76 million concentrated liters of the 
insecticide malathion over major bas-
es and cities every nine days as part of 
efforts to prevent malaria. The same 
troops were given “Monday pills,” week-
ly doses of the antimalarial drug chlo-
roquine, which inhibits an enzyme the 
body uses to help metabolize neu-
rotoxins. “Bottom line,” says Alan 
B. Oates, who heads the VVA’s 
Agent Orange committee, “Viet-
nam veterans were taking pre-
scribed medication that reduced 
their body’s ability to detoxify 
itself while being subjected to 
exposures of neurotoxins.” 

There has been little study of 
how Agent Orange may have in-
teracted with other toxins com-
mon in the environment of war-era 
Vietnam, including DDT, paraquat, 
napalm, jet fuels, and many oth-
ers. The VA could greatly advance scien-
tific knowledge on the subject if it cod-
ed its vaunted electronic medical record 
system with information about where 
its patients served in the military. This 
would provide researchers with a pow-
erful tool for determining whether and 
how much service in Vietnam correlates 
with various diseases that later show up 
in vets and their descendents. It could 
also help our understanding of Gulf War 
syndrome, and of ailments that may be 
experienced in the future by those now 
serving in Afghanistan and Iraq.

But we should also ask ourselves 
what, exactly, we would do with this in-
formation. Yes, it is good to know all we 
can about the epidemiology of disease, but 
there are limits to what we can know, and 

dangers in using science inappropriate-
ly. Consider, for example, that even if all 
involved had acted in perfect good faith, 
most of the long-term effects of Agent Or-
ange and other toxic exposures could only 
have been discovered with the passage of 
time—time for Vietnam veterans to start 
having deformed children, and even lon-
ger for them to start coming down with 
Parkinson’s. And even then, all science 
can deliver are generalizations about large 
populations, not a determination of what 
caused any one person’s chronic illness.

And so we are left with huge num-
bers of Vietnam vets who may be endur-
ing the effects of Agent Orange without 
care or compensation until their own suf-
fering and death at last produces enough 
scientific data to nail down the causality. 
Normally, we want science to drive poli-
cy. But in this realm, waiting for science 

has meant waiting for an army to age and 
die, while also forcing sick veterans and 
their loved ones into the gears of a giant, 
overburdened, capricious bureaucracy—
all for the purpose of trying to exclude 
the “undeserving.”

In retrospect, justice would have been 
far better served if we had just pre-
sumed all along that all Vietnam vet-

erans deserved VA care—and it is still 
not too late to do that. Nor is it too late 
to do it for younger and older vets. As a 
practical matter, the majority of our vet-
erans are or soon will be old enough to 
qualify for Medicare, so taxpayers are on 
the hook for the cost of their care any-
way. Does it make sense to exclude them 
from the VA when it delivers care at a 

lower cost per patient and enjoys higher 
patient satisfaction than Medicare? 

The VA also has excess capacity in 
many parts of the country and will soon 
have much, much more as the once-giant 
ranks of World War II and Korean War 
vets grow thin. Meanwhile, the VA pro-
vides, for those who can get in, very high-
quality care, having become widely recog-
nized over the last decade as a world lead-
er in the use of information technology 
to ensure patient safety and to drive the 
development of coordinated, evidence-
based protocols of care. 

We need to open up the VA and 
grow it, extending eligibility not only to 
all vets but to their family members as 
well. This not only makes clinical sense—
think of Terry Nickel and the millions of 
aging veterans’ wives like her—it also 
makes economic sense. So long as the VA 

remains one of, if not the most, cost-
effective, scientifically driven, inte-
grated health care delivery system 
in the country, the more patients it 
treats, the better. 

Every vet should be able to use 
his or her insurance, including 
Medicare insurance, to receive 
treatment at the VA. Those who 

are indigent or who suffer from ob-
vious war wounds should be given 
free care; others should contribute 
to the cost of their care as they are 

able. But any American who honor-
ably served in the military should 

not find him- or herself locked out of 
the VA. 

For far too many sick veterans, espe-
cially those who served in Vietnam, expe-
riencing a rejection like Gary Nickel en-
dured is taken as the final insult of an un-
grateful nation. It’s a hard way to die. For 
the rest of us, joining their cause is not 
only morally right, but also advances the 
mission of true health reform by bring-
ing us closer to establishing the principle 
that access to needed health care does not 
have to be earned and demonstrated, but 
is a right of citizenship.  

Phillip longman is a senior research fellow at 
the New America Foundation and the author   
(with Ray Boshara) of The Next Progressive Era: 
A Blueprint for Broad Prosperity.
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had just presumed all 
along that all Vietnam 
veterans deserved VA 
care—and it is still not  
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