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Agent Orange legacy: U.S. moral responsibility

War casualties in Vietnam continue 30 years after hostilities ended, as health officials there attribute more than
one million cases of cancer, birth defects and other abnormalities to the residual effects of Agent Orange.

The U.S. used chemical weapons for nine years
during the Vietnam War to defoliate trees and curtail food
production. Morethan 3,000 villagesweresprayed, putting
twomilliontofour million peopledirectly at risk.

TheU.S. military suspended itsuse of Agent Orange
in 1971 after the component dioxin was linked to cancer.
Nonetheless, the U.S. officially denied any connection for
years, even though 10,000 U.S. veteransreceive disability
benefits related to the herbicide.

(In December 2001, President Bush signed abill that
presumed for the purposes of health benefits that every
U.S. veteranwho served in Vietnam was exposed to Agent
Orange. Roughly 2.7 million U.S. soldiersserved in Viet-
nam and Southeast Asia during the war years.)

Vietnam blamesAgent Orangefor morethan 150,000
casesof birth defectsand other health problems. However,
the U.S. hasinsisted on verifiable figures, saying that the
regime blocked scientific studies by outside researchers.

“You can't just say, ‘ There's a bunch of malformed
babies, it must be Agent Orange,” There's a lot of hard
scientificwork tobedone,” saysDr. Arnold Schecter of the
University of Texas-Houston School of Public Health.

Schecter, who has conducted research in Vietnam
since1984, saysdioxinpersistsintheenvironment andstil|
entersthefood supply inVietnam. Thehighly toxic chemi-
cal increasesin intensity as it moves up the food chain.

A new study by the Columbia University School of
Public Health, reported in the April issue of the journal
Nature, could help verify Vietnamese claims. Based on a
re-examination of military records, thestudy foundtheU.S.
sprayed 21 milliongallonsof defoliants, or 10 percent more
than previously thought.

Providing medical careto thosethought to bevictims
of Agent Orangeisamajor financial burden. Tworehabili-
tation centersin Hanoi and Haiphong expend about $150
per child, a year's income for many in Vietnam. Mean-
while, the U.S. Veterans Administration gives more than
$1,000 per monthtoformer U.S. soldiersexposedtodioxin.

The long-term threat posed by Agent Orange was
illustrated during a conference last year in Hanoi. Re-
searchers reported extremely high levels of dioxin in the
blood of residentsof Bien Hoa, aheavily sprayed areanear
a former U.S. airbase, more than 30 years after the
spraying had ended.

Researchers said some of the highest levels— more
than 200 times greater than average — were found in
people born well after the spraying had stopped. Schecter
estimates there are as many as 30 dioxin “hot spots’ like
Bien Hoain southern Vietnam.

Dr. Le Cao Dai of the Vietnam Red Cross says 85 to
90 percent of thedioxin detectedin Vietnamese camefrom
contaminated food. He explains that, after an area was
sprayed, the dioxin from Agent Orange contaminated
organicmatter insoil aswell asriver andlakemud. Humans
wereexposedtodioxinwhenthey consumed contaminated
animal, fish or shrimp products.

Many Vietnamese, as well as U.S. veterans, blame
dioxin contaminationnot only for birth defectsand cancers,
but also for miscarriages, heart problems and diabetes.

Vietnam agreed not to pressclaimsfor compensation
when U.S.-Vietnam relationswererestored in 1995. How-
ever, the question of moral responsibility for potential
lingering effects of Agent Orange remains.

EvenastheU.S. and Vietnam prepared to beginjoint
studies on the effects of spraying on health and the
environment, Vietnam'’ sforeign minister issued an urgent
plea for assistance.

“(H)undreds of thousands are struggling with deadly
diseases including cancer, mental disabilities and birth
defects,” Nguyen Dy Nien told an NGO meeting last year
inNew Y ork. “ Tens of thousands of Vietnamese children,
who are the offspring of victims of Agent Orange, are
disabled, deformed, and mentally retarded.”

“Victimsof Agent Orange and dioxin cannot wait for
research outcomes,” he concluded. “They need material
support to survive.”
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“Independence” difficult to define

While billions of dollars have been spent purportedly to free the Iragi people from tyranny, many other
territories in the world still await their independence even though it could be granted without the burden of

war.

TheUnited Nationsisurging self determinationfor 16
non-self-governing territories, mostly archipelagoes, ad-
ministered by France, New Zealand, the United Kingdom
and the United States.

In 1960 the UN Genera Assembly declared that
subj ecting a peopl e to foreign domination violates human
rights, and it resolved to bring “to a speedy and uncondi-
tional end colonialisminall itsforms.” Thefollowing year
aspecia committeewasestablishedto makerecommenda:
tions on the implementation of that declaration.

The object of UN concernisfewer than two million
people in American Samoa, Anguilla, Bermuda, British
Virginldands, Caymanldands, FalklandIdands(Malvinas),
Gibraltar, Guam, Montserrat, New Caledonia, Pitcairn, St.
Helena, Tokelau, Turks and Caicos Idlands, U.S. Virgin
Islands and Western Sahara. The territories range in size
fromfivesquarekilometers(Pitcairn) to 266,000 (Western
Sahara).

However, independence movementsin other territo-
ries suggest that the UN list could be expanded. For
example:

» After aten-year civil war on Bougainville, Papua New
Guinealast year granted theresource-richisland limited
autonomy with apossibleball ot on secession after 10-15
years.

* Human rightswatchershave asked the UN to reexamine
itsendorsement of a1969 referendum in West Papua, in
which there was no dissent to the territory’s being
incorporated as Indonesia’ s 26th province.

* Curiously missingfromtheUN listisTibet, whichlostits
political and religiousfreedomwith theinvasion of Chi-
nese forcesin 1951.

Efforts to expand the UN list of non-self-governing
territoriescould meet oppositioninthe General Assembly,
however, even among the so-called Special Committee of
24. Anindependent Tibet, West Papuaor even Bougainville
wouldlikely beresisted by Chinaor Indonesia, both current
members of the committee charged with overseeing the
movement away from colonial status.

Theroad to independenceisusually long and, often,
violent. The UN declared a Second International Decade
for the Eradication of Colonialism (2001-2010) precisely
because so little was achieved during the first decade. In
1994 Palau became sel f-governing in freeassociation with
the U.S. (East Timor became independent in 2002.)

Much moreis at stake than nominal independence,
however. Recently independent small states find them-
selves grappling with stronger adversaries over serious
issues such as:

* Demand for compensation for harm to health and envi-
ronment fromU.S. nuclear testson Bikini, Enewetak and
other atollsof theMarshall | slands(independent in 1986)

* Researchinto possibleradiation-induceddiseaseinFijian
soldiers and others who witnessed British nuclear tests
onMalden Atoll, Kiribati (independentin 1979)

* Possiblelawsuit by Tuvalu (independentin 1978) against
theU.S. or Australiafor contributing to global warming,
whichisraising ocean levels and threatens to submerge
the country’ s nine coral atolls

* Controversy surroundingtheAustralian policy of sending
asylum seekers to Papua New Guinea (independent in
1975) and Nauru (independent in 1968) (see NewsNotes,
September/October 2002)

Human rights watchers, such as the Pacific Con-
cerns Resource Centrein Suva, Fiji Islands, criticize colo-
nial powers' use of “short-term delaying tactics’ to frus-
trate peoples’ desirefor freedom. The PCRC includesfree
association, integration, trusteeship and special autonomy
among those tactics.

No doubt the meaning of self determination and its
implementationwill continueto bedebated by boththe UN
and individual governments. While the will of the people
should be consulted, it might be difficult to defineavoting
constituency at times.

Meanwhile, the PCRCisadvocatingtheaddition of at
least five geographical areas to the UN list of non-self-
governingterritories: Bougainville, French Polynesia, Eas-
ter Island, West Papua and Ka Pae’ aina— more familiar
to most North Americans as Hawaii.
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Iraq: Greed versus fear for U.S. oil companies

Since the U.S. has engineered a regime change as it wished in Iraqg, it might be useful to review events that led up
to the U.S invasion and look for hints of where events in the Middle East might lead in the future.

The origins of the Iragi invasion can be traced to the
oil crisis of the 1970s, when a group of foreign policy
strategists in Washington began to dream of U.S. world
hegemony through control of the Middle East and its oil.

In 1975, Harper's magazine published an article
headlined” Seizing Arab Qil.” JamesAkins, ambassador to
Saudi Arabiaat thetime, said thearticledescribed“ how we
could solveall our economic and political problemsby
takingovertheAraboil fields(and) bringingin Texans
and Oklahomansto operatethem.” Akinstook issue
publicly with the idea, and he was fired later that
year.

TheU.S. continuedtoseek alarger roleinthe
Middle East, and the 1991 Gulf War opened the
door. After the conflict, Saudi Arabia and other
Gulf states no longer opposed a direct U.S.
military presenceintheregion.

1997 saw thefounding of theProject for the
New American Century (PNAC), which counted
Donald Rumsfeld, Dick Cheney and Paul
Wolfowitz among its members.

The Gulf War had left Saddam Hussein in power in
Irag, and someinthe PNAC felt he posed a seriousthreat.
In1998thegroup sent openlettersto President Clinton and
to GOP congressional leaders calling for “the removal of
Saddam Hussein’ sregimefrom power,” by forceif neces-
sary.

Thelraginvasionthisyear and thewidely unchecked
lootingthat followed|eftlittledoubt astothe United States
priority. Nearly every public building in Baghdad was
ransacked or destroyed savetheoil ministry, whichenjoyed
round-the-clock protection by U.S. troops.

Neoconservative strategists such as Robert Kagan
see the U.S. in Iraq for the long haul. “When we have
economic problems, it’ sbeen caused by disruptionsin our
oil supply,” hetoldthe AtlantaJournal-Constitution, “ I1f we
have a force in Irag, there will be no disruption in oil
supplies.”

“Controlling Iragisabout oil aspower, rather than oil

asfuel,” saysMichael Klare, professor of peaceand world
security studies at Hampshire College. He told Mother
Jones magazine that “[c]ontrol over the Persian Gulf
tranglatesinto control over Europe, Japan, and China. It’s
having our hand on the spigot.”

R. Gerald Bailey, who headed Exxon’s Middle East

operationsuntil 1997, saysoil companiesfelt caughtinthe

middle. Executiveswerefearful that awar in

Irag might turn Arab statesin the region

against the U.S. and Western oil compa-

nies, but they alsowantedtheir shareif the
oil wasdivided up.

DavidLong, aformer U.S. diplomat
in Saudi Arabia, adds, “1t’ sgreed versus
fear.”

That fear might be well founded.
Just days after Saddam Hussein was
toppledfrom power, millionsof Muslims
demonstrated in Irag's cities to protest
the presence of U.S. troops.

TheBush administrationhaspromised
torebuildlrag, helpinstall arepresentativegovernment and
withdraw military forces as soon as possible. Secretary of
State Colin Powell saysthereisno list of other countriesto
be targeted for invasion by the U.S.

Ontheother hand, Washington neoconservativeDaniel
Pipes co-authored a study three years ago that was critical
of Syria, using language reminiscent of the run-up to the
recent lrag invasion.

The study, “Ending Syria’ s Occupation of L ebanon:
The U.S. Role,” called for using military force to disarm
Syriaof weaponsof massdestructionandtoenditsmilitary
presence in Lebanon. Pipes has just been nominated by
President Bush to the U.S. Institute of Peace.

Conservatives first proposed 30 years ago that the
U.S.invadethe Middle East to seize control of itsoil. This
year the U.S. invaded Iragq. With respect to Syria, are we
now at three years and counting?



May/June 2003

NewsNotes

Page 21

Middle East: A road map to peace?

Following the end of hostilities in Iraq, the U.S. and its “ Quartet” partners — Russia, the UN and the Euro-
pean Union — prepared to release a proposed “road map” to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The road to peace thus far has been littered with
failures: Oslo, Mitchell, Tenet. Palestinian terroriststarget
both Isragli soldiersand civilians. Meanwhile, Isragli De-
fense Forces (IDF) daily visit death and destruction upon
Palestinians.

Thehumanrightssituationintheoccupiedterritories
recently attracted greater attention in the U.S. with the
death of Rachel Corrie. The 23-year-old U.S. peace
activist waskilledMarch 16in Rafah, the Gaza Strip, by an
Israeli bulldozer attempting to demolishaPal estinianhome.

Israeli forces reportedly demolish 15 homes in the
occupied territoriesevery day. Soldiers and settlersinjure
more than 25 Palestinians daily. Since September 2000
Israel has confiscated land in the West Bank and East
Jerusalem equivalent to three timesthe size of Manhattan.

The Quartet’ s road map aims to create an indepen-
dent and viable Palestinian state alongside Israel within
three years after it has been accepted by both sides. An
initial step has already been taken with the naming of
Mahmoud Abbas as the new Palestinian prime minister.
However, the timeline might be overly ambitious. It will
requireatruly “willingcoalition” includingbothlsraelisand
Palestiniansto bring the road map to fruition.

M onitoringtheimplementati on of theagreement could
becomeamajorissue. Israel hopesto deny Russia, the UN
andtheEuropeanUnionamajor roleinjudging compliance.

The Quartet had agreed that its members should do
themonitoring but agreed, inview of | sraeli reservations, to
aU.S.-led monitoring mechanism. Diplomats say the cur-
rent plan call sfor aJerusal em-based monitoring committee
to be headed by a U.S. citizen who would report to the
Quartet.

The genesis of the road map was a speech by
President Bush last Juneinwhich he called for atwo-state
solution to the Isragli-Palestinian conflict. The following
details of the plan are based on a Dec. 20, 2002, draft.

Inthefirst phaseof theroad map, thefirst six months,
Pal estinianswoul d declare an unequivocal endto violence

and terrorism and reiterate Israel’ s right to exist in peace
and security. They would al so produce adraft constitution
for Palestinian statehood and hold multi-party elections.
Other Arab stateswould cut off funding for groupsinvol ved
inviolenceand terrorism.

Israel would lift curfews and closures and would
suspend deportations, attackson civiliansand demolition of
Pal estinian homes. I srael would also dismantle settlement
outposts erected since March 2001 and freeze all settle-
ment activity. The IDF would withdraw from areasit has
occupied since Sept. 28, 2000, and Pal estinianforceswould
be redeployed there.

In the second phase, also six months, the Quartet
would conveneaninternational conferencetofacilitatethe
creation of anindependent, democraticandviablePal estin-
ian state with provisional borders. The Quartet would also
promote international recognition of a Palestinian state,
including possible UN membership. Other emphaseswould
includemeeting continued security obligationsandfinalizing
the new Pal estinian constitution.

The third phase, of two years duration, would
includeasecond international conference convened by the
Quartet. The meeting would launch aprocesstoward final
resol ution of issuesincluding borders, Jerusalem, refugees
and settlements. Arab states would move toward normal
relations with Israel in the context of a comprehensive
Arab-lsrael peace.

While the road map addresses many political con-
cerns, Rachel Corrie’smother, Cindy, went to the heart of
the conflict. After seeing photos of Israeli and Palestinian
children who had died in the violence since September
2000, she declared: “| want the mothers of these children
to know that | havelooked at the beaming faces of each of
their babies and that | know how much the world has | ost
with the passing of each one of them.”

Cindy Corri€e' sdepth of compassionwill beessential
to any lasting peace accord, no matter how much “regime
change” isachieved on both sides. Itisdifficult to measure
compassion — or even to define it — but the world will
recognizeit when it seesit. We'll be watching.





