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LIVING WITH THE AFTERMATH OF VIETNAM

  By Gary McMahon

 A loud crack and a streak of lightning rolled across the sky before dawn, and although I wasn’t asleep I was dozing and I sat bolt upright in bed, reaching for my rifle. I heard raindrops falling on the grass outside and I could smell the freshness. My senses were alert and I reached for my boots and looked around to locate the other weapon pits. There were no weapon pits of course, it is 2003 and I haven’t been in Vietnam since 1971. 
 

I love the rain, especially at night and especially when I am in bed but rain is also a strong reminder of Vietnam, half of our time was spent patrolling, fighting, sleeping, eating, going to the toilet, and doing everything in the rain. Rains so hard that sometimes it almost buckled your knees, it reduced vision to a couple of feet, stung your eyes. 
 

So here I am 32 years after leaving Vietnam and I am still waking from what is always very little undisturbed sleep, and reaching for my rifle and my boots, looking for weapon pits. This is not normal, I know it is not normal and I have tried for years to deal with it and with a whole lot of other strange goings on that constitute my life. One of the hardest things though is relating to other people as to how I feel and why I behave this way. Of course most people, nearly all unless they are veterans themselves, don’t have any idea what the hell I’m talking about; indeed most people don’t want to know.  
 

Without a doubt the hardest thing I have to deal with is the complete lack of understanding by everybody except other combat veterans as to why I behave the way I do.  
 

The Department of Veterans Affairs, even though their charter says they are supposed to be looking after the interests of veterans, have by their actions in many cases deliberately blocked by all manner of means, veterans attempts to have their condition accepted as war caused. Through the whole long process of lodging and then proving firstly that you have PTSD, and then how you got it, and I believe it was cause by chemicals altering our minds and our nervous systems, and all the time trying to deal with the symptoms of this debilitating thing, we have to deal with civil servants who have never had what we would call a stressful day in their lives. Most of them know nothing about Vietnam. I actually had one of them ask me one day if Vietnam was a part of Korea. How can you explain to someone like that what it is like to do what we did, for as long and as often as we did, without being affected by it? 
 

Yet we are constantly made to feel that these people are doing us a favour, that if we jump all the hoops and cross over all the obstacles that are thrown in our way they will do us the great favour of granting us a pension. They call it a pension, when we get anything from the department it should never be called a pension because it is in fact compensation. 
 

Imagine the payout if a politician was forced to give up working from some sort of injury or illness caused by his job. Indeed any person from any civilian organisation that was forced to stop work because of a work related injury or illness would not only get an income for compensation but would get a substantial cash payout as well, and rightly so. The payout and the ongoing income would not be called a pension but would in fact be termed compensation.  
 

I know it gets us nowhere to complain about politicians and that every citizen’s life is affected by what politicians say and do but none more than Vietnam veterans. 
 It is well documented that the whole of the Vietnam War and its aftermath has been handled very poorly to say the least. It was political deception and lies that got us into Vietnam in the first place, then political bungling that had us there without the right equipment, without a clear policy and without the full backing of the Australian people. Political lies sidestepped any responsibility for the use and effects of Agent Orange and other chemicals and today there is still denial of any responsibility. Yet we have to listen to stories of crooked politicians ripping the community off for millions of dollars in travel wroughts, they have given themselves a superannuation deal that is obscene to say the least. They are about as low on the ladder of respect as any group can get and yet veterans have to constantly deal with politicians to explain again and again why we need treatment and compensation to allow us to live a reasonable standard of life because of our service to our country. These are the people who make decisions about the welfare of war veterans of this country; almost none of them are veterans themselves. I’m not saying for one minute that all politicians are crooks or even that they are incompetent but having been involved with veterans issues for about twenty years now I know the reality of talking to politicians and expecting a lot from what they tell you, only to be disappointed by what actually happens.  
 

What surprises me most is the fact that I still have the same trouble sleeping. The dreams, nightmares, intrusive thoughts, flashbacks are still there. For goodness sake it is now thirty two years since the end of my war and I am still dealing with this stuff. 

 
Which brings me to ANGER. Anger is the thing that has probably ruined my standard of life and consequently that of the people around me. My anger is difficult to deal with because it does not relate to one specific event, unless you can call the Vietnam War one event. It is a thousand different events and happenings over two tours of duty that make up the Vietnam War and my part in it. I know that harbouring resentment and pondering about how we have been wronged causes anger but in the veteran's case where do we start? What can we do about it? 
 

During the war I learned to suppress my feelings, I had to; I could not have survived if I had not. War is very intense, all the time, whether patrolling, ambushing, attacking or defending, looking for mines and booby traps or just trying to sleep between machine gun piquet. It is always intense, traumatic, and continuous, so emotional suppression is normal and becomes habitual. There is no time for normal emotion; a soldier who stops to grieve in the middle of a fire-fight will quite possibly get killed. Even when the fire-fight is over though you could still not afford the luxury of grieving or crying or screaming with anger or even joy. The risk didn't stop because the fire-fight was over, that's when you had to be even more alert. Where were they? How many dead do we have? How many wounded are there? How many dustoffs do we need? There was never time to consider anyone's feelings. 
 

When we came home no one wanted to know about what we had done. No one knew anything about what the war was really like so we just kept up what we had learned in Vietnam…suppress your emotions. Deny them, move on, and don't stop to show your feelings. The trouble is of course this means all your emotions including love and compassion for others. So we have to deal with it as best we can and try to move on, and we did.  
 

Over time this denial of my emotions just served to make me angrier and slowly destroyed my ability to have fun. I don’t trust anyone because Vietnam was a saga of broken trust and confidence and the treatment we have received at home since the war has not given us any reason to trust anyone, especially government, and these are the very people we have to rely on to get what we need to live a reasonable life. 
 

Not only Government though. It is The Department of Veterans Affairs that we have to deal with all the time and it really makes me angry that they have created an environment of "them and us". Although they're whole reason for being is to look after the interests of veterans they give the veteran the feeling that to get the treatment he knows he is entitled to he has to fight and struggle every step of the way.

CIVILIAN BULLSHIT

I read some time ago where a protester of the war, one of the many ill-informed here in Australia who demonstrated against us, the soldiers who fought the war, said:

"I fought for freedom. I was an active anti-war protester who gave years of my life to focus on ending a war that was trying to limit the freedom of the Vietnamese people to determine their own fate."

Yeah Right… I mingled around a demonstration once between my two tours of duty in Vietnam to see what it was they had to say because I wanted the war stopped too. All of the so-called demonstrators that I saw were ignorant of anything to do with the war and were there for a day out. It was fun for them. Some of them were listening to the speakers but as I listened for their reaction I realized that they had no idea. They simply responded to anyone who would help to keep them from doing their duty. They knew nothing about Vietnam. They were short on guts and this was the best way to justify that. I heard them say things like “soldiers are murdering women and kids over there” and “our soldiers spend most of their time fucking Vietnamese harlots”.

So let’s not mince words here. If you were one of the mob, and if you believed what that misguided soul said then you were on the wrong side of the war.

"A war that was trying to limit the freedom of the Vietnamese people to determine their own fate."

That is bullshit!  Propaganda that has been yelled by anti-war protesters, news media, left wing government officials such as Jim Cairns , who in my opinion should be strung up along with Jane Fonda for treason or supporting the enemy.
I fought in Vietnam over two tours of duty and I have been back to Vietnam since the war. In 1995 I saw first hand the result of communist control over the south.
Tell me, where is the freedom to determine their own fate the invading North Vietnamese Army (NVA) promised the South Vietnamese citizens? 
Why are the South Vietnamese citizens without a country today? 
Where were the loud praises of liberation, and the songs of victory sung? Certainly not in the South. The South was never liberated.  An invading Communist Country backed by China and Russia and not by their own countrymen robbed the South Vietnamese citizens of their fate. 
Today it is a repressive government that denies South Vietnamese citizens the freedom we tried to obtain for them. They are non-people, they don’t exist. They are not allowed to own property, or hold a job, or educate their children or grandchildren. They live in the street, millions of them, as if they don’t exist to their so-called victorious people’s government.  Perhaps we could have done more had we had our fellow countrymen’s support.  Perhaps if we hadn't had to fight communist supported demonstrations and dis-information at home many Australians would not have lost heart for the plea of the South Vietnamese citizen. 

That is what happened. All the demonstrators here and in America should be ashamed of their part in bringing about the occupation of South Vietnam by the communist North and aiding in the cruelty that followed when the North declared victory in April 1975.

Now we veterans’ find ourselves having to beg for proper care and income from the aftermath of that war. The war that we fought against the NVA and VC and our own people at home who live like spoilt kids compared to the South Vietnamese, but were not prepared to back the armed forces who were trying to give the people of South Vietnam a taste of the same thing…DEMOCRACY.

Remember all you veterans that the civilians who are now making the decisions about how we live are probably the same ones who called you names and blamed you for the horror that they watched every night in the news on their TV sets. Get back your old fighting spirit and start yelling and screaming for fair and proper treatment as war veterans of this country. Not enough veterans are writing or ringing or faxing or emailing or visiting these parliamentarians and telling them the real facts and demanding that we are lifted above disabled civilians and elevated to a level of proper respect, and paid accordingly.

POST TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER IN VIETNAM VETERANS.

There are many and varied health problems suffered by Vietnam veterans as a direct result of our service in South Vietnam.

One of the most difficult to diagnose and to treat is Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). This debilitating disorder has destroyed the lives of thousands of Vietnam veterans and their families. Most of the trauma that caused PTSD came from the constant stress of combat, but the social alienation of Vietnam veterans, ostracised by the community instead of being welcomed home, has contributed to or at least compounded the problems of PTSD.

"An abnormal response to an abnormal situation is normal behaviour" (Dr. Victor Frankel) and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is a normal reaction to war.

We can trace it back as far as the ancient Greek’s, only the name has changed over time. Shakespeare describes PTSD in his play, Henry IV. During World War One it was known as "Shell Shock" and in World War Two and Korea some of the terms used for PTSD were "Combat Neurosis", "Combat Fatigue" and "Combat Exhaustion"

For Vietnam veterans coming home from the war, things were not as they should have been. We went to Vietnam filled with images of good and bad. We listened to stories our fathers and uncles told us, and we had visions of doing our duty for our country, and returning to a welcome thank you from the people back home.

We did our duty. We were young, most in our early twenties, some of us were only nineteen, mainly working class and patriotic. We went because our government told us that to fight in Vietnam was the right thing to do. We were raised on the Anzac legend and images of Aussie diggers triumphing over the evil enemy. None of those images matched the sweat and mud, blood and tears, body count mentality, or the moral confusion we found in South Vietnam. Our government said we were there to contain communism in South-East Asia, and to halt the so called Domino Effect, before it reached our shores. 

The Vietnam War defies description. It was Australia’s longest war and it was the first war brought into Australian homes by television. For those of us who did the fighting it was a war maddeningly without front lines, against an enemy that often wore civilian clothing, and where the only clear objective was the ‘body count’. It was so frustrating and baffling, and stirred such embittered emotion in Australia that with the withdrawal of the last Australian troops the Australian people went into a trance of collective amnesia.

Returning veterans were ignored. Some of us were spat at, called murderer, or baby killer, or asked how come we were stupid enough to go. When we returned home blind or missing a limb, we were made to feel that it served us right.
It is more than thirty years since Australian combat troops first went to Vietnam and many veterans still carry powerful and disturbing feelings. A lot of us live lives characterised by a great number of medical and psychological problems. Some of us have retreated into a world of disillusionment, anger, grief, and guilt.

The bitterness and disillusionment comes from anger towards the society that sent us to Vietnam, and then blamed us for the horrors of the war. When we returned most of us never talked about Vietnam, or even denied that we had been there. We were the unmentionables of Australian society when we came home, and we didn’t understand it.

Stuart Rintoul said it well in his excellent work Ashes of Vietnam: "At first, there was no-one to listen and afterwards they came to believe that no-one could understand."

Mark Baker in Nam wrote: "The war billed on the marquee as a John Wayne shoot-em-up test of manhood turns out to be a warped version of Peter Pan. Vietnam was a brutal never-never land, outside time and space, where boys didn’t have to grow up. They just grew old before their time."

Some healing has been done in the last few years. At the welcome home parade in Sydney in 1987, many of us had emotional reunions with mates that we hadn’t seen since Vietnam. As we marched through Sydney that day we realised that a lot of people do care about us. I could feel the excitement surge through our ranks as the march began, with some suspicion at first, but as we settled into step we held our heads high and felt tremendous pride in ourselves and in our country. Some of us were waving and calling to the crowd, others were quite expressionless and locked away in a world of memories. Many had tears in their eyes that day.

We had finally been welcomed home. Some say ‘too late’, others say ‘better late than never’, either way we were home now as one unit, as ‘Australian Forces Vietnam.’ 

A lot of us did not come home at all, and we needed a memorial to them. A focal point to worship them.....A Vietnam Memorial.

Twenty years after the war, on a cold weekend in October 1992, Vietnam veterans, thousands of us, men and women, were drawn to Canberra for what was ostensibly the dedication of a memorial to the final sacrifice of those that didn’t come home. In reality we were coming to collect a debt. We were coming to pay tribute to all those that gave their lives in Vietnam, but also to pay to each other the tribute denied to us elsewhere.

"This was a war conceived in deceit, nurtured in deceit and it is ending in deceit."

Gough Whitlam, 1971.

 

"It took us not five minutes to decide that when this thing came to the point of action we would be in it, if invited by the government of South Vietnam. We had no hesitation, no doubts and I’ve never had any regrets."

Sir Robert Menzies.

 

"Australia went to South Vietnam as a political gesture. It has stayed in the country as a political gesture and it will withdraw at a rate which is also a political gesture."

Brigadier Ted Serong. (Who led the first Advisers to Vietnam.)

 

"You can kill ten of my men for every one I kill of yours. But even at those odds, you will lose and I will win."

Ho Chi Minh.

 

**********

ANALOGY

Vietnam veterans are constantly being asked why veterans from other wars don’t have the same problems. The fact is they do to a certain extent. Their circumstances are completely different of course. They were always treated as heroes and had the full support of all the people at home, so they didn’t have to deal with feelings of guilt about wether or not they should have been fighting.  They did have to deal with the same combat related problems as Vietnam veterans though and American records show that at one point in the Second World War, the number of men being discharged from the service for psychiatric reasons exceeded the total number of men being newly drafted.

Australian records show that one Field Ambulance alone reported that for a single month (July - August) in 1916, fully 22 percent of casualties passing through the unit were diagnosed as ‘shell shock’, i.e. a psychiatric casualty.

The point is that many of the problems Vietnam veterans have, were, and still are suffered by other veterans. They weren’t compounded by all the other factors that Vietnam veterans had to put up with. Things like rejection by the people at home, the constant arguing about whether or not we should have been in Vietnam. They weren’t called names such as "baby killer" or "murderer" and they weren’t confronted by demonstrations when they came home.

We were, in fact we were even rejected by some World War Two veterans, and by some branches of    the RSL.

Vietnam cannot be compared to other wars because so many things were different. World War Two was a joint effort by all the people of Australia, men and women. Whether fighting on the front line or working back in Australia, it was a united effort against a uniformed and identifiable enemy. The task was clear cut, our country was under threat and the Australian people responded.

Vietnam was not clear cut. It was Australia’s longest war. It went for ten years, and every day was shown on television sets for people back home to watch. They were treated to the horrors of the war every day on the six o’clock news, but to them it was a television program. By the time veterans started coming home from the battlefields the public was tired and numb to the whole experience.

Politicians got us into Vietnam. The Menzies government contrived to become involved in Vietnam, they were over eager, and it is doubtful that the South Vietnamese government of Dr. Pham Huy Quat ever requested Australian military assistance. When we did become involved we didn’t get support from the people at home and it seemed that our own government sent us to fight the war and then sat back and hoped for the best.

The government of South Vietnam was riddled with instability and fraud. The whole environment was different and foreign to everything we had been taught, and this fostered distrust and added to our personal fears.

To us, the statements made by Australian politicians simply did not mesh with the war’s reality. Enemy body counts were more important than ground taken and military tactics were compromised for political expediency.

We started to wonder what we were doing there. The protests at home made no sense to us, the soldiers in the field. Why were we dying if no-one wanted us to be there? Why did we fight over a piece of real estate, and then walk away and give it back, only to fight over it again later on.

Vietnam cannot be compared to other wars because there was no front line. It was a never ending nightmare and we could never relax completely, because we didn’t know who the enemy was. Out the bush, in base camp, on leave, it made no difference, you had to watch your back. Friend and enemy looked the same. Friendly villagers by day were Viet Cong by night and even the children and the elderly had to be viewed with suspicion and distrust, because they were the offspring and the parents of the enemy all around us.

The demonstrations at home made us angry. Not because they were objecting to the war, but because they were blaming us, the soldiers, for what they were seeing on their television sets. While we were engaged in the real combat, the people at the moratoriums got all excited because they were part of the action. The good citizens of the moratorium marches showed their true colours when they started taunting the wives of men serving in Vietnam. They terrorised some of them by saying things like, "your husband’s a murderer", or "your husband’s a baby killer", or "he’s fucking Vietnamese harlots."

The fact is we were the ones putting our lives on the line, no-one else, and all the ranting and raving in Australia did nothing but irritate us.

Graham Greene got it right when he said, "To the soldier the civilian is the man who employs him to kill, who includes the guilt of murder in the pay envelope and escapes responsibility".

In a quote from "The Cream Machine" a soldier focuses on home.

"People back home are driving around with ‘stop the war in Vietnam’ stickers on the backs of their motorcars and every now and again when they wipe the frost from their windows they will be reminded of their conviction and feel outraged. I wonder how many of them knew where Vietnam was in 1965. They have jumped onto the current protest band-wagon, understanding all that is happening here, which makes them rather unique, as we don’t. They have a conscience where we have only an icy ache. They possess the conscience when convenient, appropriate, or stylish.....why not? The bleeding hearts have always existed, through all the ages they have thrived, the non-combatant, non-participating objector; tear jerking, psalm singing, eloquent intellectual, a million miles from the action, well fed and farting."

It is too easy to sit on the fence and get involved only because it is fun.

 

From ‘The Odd Angry Shot.’

"The dying face; tears pouring, nose running, blood spitting. Remember when you thought, what if he does make it, what if they give him a nice new tin leg and get him on his feet again, how do you tell some randy typist that you’re sorry you can’t screw her because you lost your manhood on a dirt road in a place called grid reference one eight three - one niner six? She’ll look sorry in her sweet suburban way and she’ll be busy the next time he asks her out.

Half a man. And so much more of a man than any one of the smug bastards safe at home who stand in the streets and scream to stop the war. Ask him if he’d like to stop the war, smug bastards. At least he came."

 

 

**********

 

 

SPRAYED AND BETRAYED. 

AGENT ORANGE.

 

Just saying the name AGENT ORANGE gets the attention of every Vietnam veteran, and I dare say most of the Australian and American public, not to mention the Vietnamese. It has been argued about, written about, researched and debated, published in magazines and newspapers, talked about on radio and television. It was the subject of documentaries, legal battles, and here in Australia a Royal Commission that lasted some two years and cost 3.8 million dollars.

The findings of the Royal Commission were that there were no grounds for believing Agent Orange was connected with cancer in Vietnam veterans or for birth abnormalities in their children. The controversy continues however. As much as we would like to believe that was the case, the high incidence of cancers in Vietnam veterans and the number of children born with abnormalities is greater than in the general population. The point is that once again the treatment of the Agent Orange issue has been so bad that it just adds to the feelings of distrust in the Vietnam veteran community.

First was denial that it was used at all, then denial that it was sprayed near Australians, and of course always denial that it had any ill effects. Whatever the case, and we are never going to get total agreement, credit should be given for recently allowing veterans with cancer to receive treatment without having to argue their individual case. They have not recognised a link between the chemicals and cancer, but have done the next best thing, and in the end that is what the veteran needs.....treatment.

Distrust though is still there. Distrust because it took so long to get treatment, many veterans died of cancers believing that it was caused by Agent Orange. One of the first was Colin Simpson, who applied for benefits from the Commonwealth Government in 1980. He applied under the repatriation act of 1920, and claimed his cancer resulted from exposure to toxic chemicals during his time in Vietnam. Colin died, but his wife continued on with his claim helped by the Vietnam Veterans Association of Australia.....she was ultimately successful. Veterans of course presumed that this would set a precedent, but that was not the case. Every veteran with cancer would have to prove a link before they could receive any treatment...Many died of course without being able to do that.

Looking at the report from the Royal Commission it was clear to veterans that the commissioner found that veterans are ill as a result of their service in Vietnam. His ultimate decision was that their illness was caused by stress, although cancer, from which some veterans are suffering, may result from chemicals to which some veterans were exposed.

A finding, after a proper inquiry, that chemicals did not cause present Illnesses in veterans, was acceptable to veterans. What was of concern however was the commission’s approach to the issues and his reasons for arriving at the decisions set out in the report.

I’m not going to go through the report because I’ve only mentioned Agent Orange as another example of why Vietnam veterans don’t trust the system. The following is the Vietnam Veterans Association of Australia’s conclusion to the Royal Commission’s findings.

"It is not possible to mention in a document such as this more than a few illustrations of the contents of the report which make it unacceptable. The contradictions, the mistakes, the errors, occur so frequently that a full survey would take months. Indeed there are so many errors in the report that it may justify a mention in the Guinness Book of Records.

Look for example at the epidemiological studies. After rejecting studies which show adverse ill effects from chemicals the commissioner is impressed by the consistency of the other reports. If only reports which show no positive results are used, obviously they must be consistent. Then look at what they in fact say and note that most say that more research needs to be done. The report is silent on this aspect.

When one looks at the complaints concerning the Department of Veterans Affairs and the files of people like "Veteran 12." (available in the report) where the department’s conduct was life threatening and where documents were altered to cover the conduct, or "Veteran 11." (available in the report) whose life may have been saved if the medical officers of the department were more active, it is difficult to see how Justice Evatt cannot be concerned about such conduct. Where the Department has been caught out the Commission says (Vol.7, p. X1V-227)..........

"The Commission notes that DVA frankly disclosed the falsification of the records. This is typical of the open way which DVA has accepted the investigations by this Commission."

What is not said is that the veteran took copies of the file before the falsification took place.....The DVA was caught out by documents showing the falsification. Never the less Justice Evatt seems to believe admission of guilt excuses the conduct.

Again when one looks at the papers tendered in relation to adverse health effects of Malathion, for example exhibits 1613 and 1636, (available in the report) given the enormous exposure to Malathion alleged by many veterans it is difficult to understand why such information was ignored.

Comments can go on and on, page by page. Ultimately it comes down to the simple fact that veterans were not believed about their exposures in Vietnam, reports such as the National Academy of Science (Herb Tapes) have, together with much other evidence, been used selectively and at times bizarre methods are used in assessing evidence. eg. Bamford and Daniels. (In the report)

A whole body of expert medical and scientific evidence was ignored.....Indeed evidence which showed chemicals to be harmless was all that was accepted.

All that VVAA sought was an impartial consideration of exposures in Vietnam and the possible health effects of such chemicals - In other words a "Fair Go". We can have no confidence in this report.

In saying this VVAA is not unmindful of the recommendations that veterans be treated for ill health effects, such having been caused by stress. This would achieve the same result as a finding that they were chemically poisoned. The concern, however, is that the report is so flawed that it is feared all recommendations will be effected."
All these things add to the veterans distrust. For those with PTSD it simply adds to their symptoms because isolation is one of the most prevalent PTSD symptoms.

 

WHY WAS VIETNAM UNIQUE

I did two tours of duty in Vietnam. The first was with A Company, the Sixth Battalion in 1966/67, and being part of a large combat unit gave a feeling of security. We were like family and supported each other in every way. We came home together on HMAS Sydney, and in hindsight that was the best way to come home from Vietnam. We had time to relax and wind down from operational service. Our nerves had time to settle and our minds had time to adjust, and switch off from the constant state of combat readiness we had been in for twelve months. Even so, family and friends said that I had changed dramatically. After a couple of weeks I realised that some of them were scared of me.

My mother was devastated in the change. She said that I had gone away young and carefree, always laughing, and had come home from Vietnam emotionless and cold, a nervous and jumpy wreck. I honestly didn’t notice at first, but after a few weeks I couldn’t stand being around any of my old civilian friends. They were like children. All of them were completely ignorant of the war in Vietnam, they complained about the weather, or the traffic, or their football team losing. I felt that my country had sent me and thousands of others to fight a war in Vietnam and no-one back home gave a shit.

Most of the anti-Vietnam protesters that I met were completely ignorant of the facts and were involved because it was trendy. Others were simply short on guts and had to justify that somehow.

My second tour was with the 1st Australian Reinforcement Unit, (1ARU) in 1970/71. Coming home after that year was bad news, I couldn’t adjust. I was patrolling in Vietnam one day and home in Sydney the next. Too quick.....on a plane, off a plane. Jumpy, animal instincts still working. Angry.....we flew into Sydney at about one in the morning so as to avoid demonstrators. A few Australians returning home from a year at war, and Americans coming to Australia for R & R. Even at 1 a.m. though, the demonstrators were there. I remember thinking to myself, "Hell, they’re supposed to be greeting us not calling us names and spitting on us." I remember thinking about the men that didn’t make it home and wondering about how they would feel, the ones that had been shot, blown apart, mined, booby trapped, poisoned with chemicals.

I will never understand why those uninformed bastards were directing their anger at us. No-one wanted the war stopped more than we did. Why did they blame us for the war? Why weren’t they down in Canberra, tearing Parliament House down brick by brick, instead of attacking war weary men.

Anyway, I was home alive, but I felt like a criminal trying to sneak in the back door early in the morning. That is one of the huge differences between Vietnam veterans and veterans of all other wars. Most of the veterans of World War 2, and Korea, travelled with their units and spent weeks or months returning on ships. During these long trips home they had the closeness and emotional support of each other and were able to talk about the horror and trauma that they had experienced together. The epitaph for a lot of Vietnam veterans was a solitary plane ride home with complete strangers and a head full of grief, conflict, and confusion. 

It is obvious that the vast majority of Vietnam veterans have had a much more problematic readjustment to civilian life than did their World War 2 and Korean counterparts. When we first arrived home the joy of being alive, of surviving, made us happy and carried us along as we tried to fit back in to society. However, after a couple of years, sometimes less, a lot of us started to notice changes. Those that applied to the Department of Veterans Affairs found that the department didn’t recognise their problems as being service related and in most cases ruled out compensation and treatment. Veterans began to suffer depression, we became cynical and angry, and trusted no-one.

When I started to talk to other veterans about my problems I quickly realised that most of them were the same. We all experienced sleep problems, temper outbursts, depression, intrusive thoughts.....couldn’t get Vietnam out of our minds. When we did get to sleep, nightmares were a problem. Feelings of Isolation, Rage, Alienation, Anxiety reactions, Survival guilt, headaches. All of these symptoms were, and still are common amongst a lot of Vietnam veterans and in the early days following the war there was very little help available. Most veterans with these symptoms were labelled as being crazy.....mad. Many started to believe that they were crazy, and tried to hide out, isolate themselves from society.

The civilian population of Australia was indifferent to the Vietnam War, to Vietnam veterans, and to our problems. This did a lot of damage to our emotional state, but most of the damage, most of the hurt, came from politicians. Politicians lied about Vietnam, about how we got involved, about how the war was going, and about the use of herbicides and pesticides in Vietnam. From about March 1979, when questions were first being asked about Australians using herbicides in Vietnam, politicians, the government, continually denied all knowledge of it.....they lied. It wasn’t until 1982 that the government admitted for the first time that herbicides were used in Vietnam. Why did they lie for so long?...... Every Vietnam veteran knew they were lying. We could still smell the stuff, taste it. It was in the air, in the water we drank, the food we ate, the bush we patrolled. In some cases it was sprayed directly on top of us, but even if it wasn’t, the spray drift spread it all over South Vietnam. No area was sprayed more heavily than Phuoc Tuy Province, the Australian area of responsibility.

Vietnam was a completely different war. All the things mentioned so far point out how it was different, and why it caused so many problems for a lot of Vietnam veterans. The sense of alienation that returning veterans felt, the public ignorance and the lack of public support in Australia hurt us a lot.

I am pointing out all these differences between the Vietnam war and other wars because these events had such a huge effect on us, the veterans who did the work. The blame for the confusion, the attitude of the civilian population to returning veterans, and the emotional trauma suffered by veterans because of it lay with politicians, not with the Army, the Navy, or the Air Force.

Politicians in Canberra, those who ran the nation used the Armed Forces of this country as a political tool to further their own ambitions. Veterans have suffered the consequences since then, and will for the rest of our lives.

Nothing however can detract from the Armed Forces undoubted quality or standard of performance. We were sent to Vietnam and asked to do a job without proper resources, without a comprehensive policy, and without adequate financial support.....and we did it well.

The professionalism and valour of the Australian Army, Navy and Air Force who fought in Vietnam for over 10 years impressed every military person in the world. The nine Infantry battalions engaged the enemy at every opportunity, fought brilliantly and (arguably) never lost a battle. The Australian Army Training Team, (AATTV) have gone down in history as one of the most outstanding units ever to leave Australia. All other units and branches of the services performed with distinction: logistic troops, Airmen, Sailors, Nurses whatever part of ‘Australian Forces Vietnam,’ can be proud of the way they did a difficult job.

POLITICS
Australia followed the United States into Vietnam, by the early sixties our alliance with America was a matter of fact and most Australians were comfortable with that.

In those days the thinking was that China was the big threat and with the British withdrawing all of its military forces in South East Asia, except for Hong Kong, and America taking a greater interest in the region, the Menzies government went out of its way to shore up, in any way necessary, the alliance with the United States. This was not surprising. No-one spoke with China, no diplomatic link with China had been pursued by Australia since the revolution of 1948. Australia accepted the American view that because Vietnam had been divided into north and south after the French were given a hiding at Dien bien Phu in 1954, that North Vietnam was friendly with China, despite huge differences known to exist between Hanoi and Peking.

The Australian government was not interested in the fact that there were centuries of animosity between the Vietnamese and Chinese races because that was in conflict with the Australian (i.e. American) view.

So, with a complete lack of the history of the region, of a proper analysis of the situation in South East Asia, the Menzies government blindly ran after the Americans encouraging them to have a greater military presence in the region.

The Americans were watching Vietnam, and by 1960 Saigon was under immense pressure from Vietcong units in the South Vietnamese countryside, and the Diem regime was unstable, there were many attempts from within Diem’s own administration to depose their leader.

Diem’s government was about as corrupt as you could get. The people appointed by Diem (usually Catholics) got richer by the day diverting American aid that should have been spent fighting the Viet Cong and helping the villagers.

When American advisers objected to Diem he would go off on one of his raving lectures, a monologue where he would rant on for ages. Diem thought he was an expert on everything, but when the real problems of Vietnam were raised he would dismiss them as rumours started by the Viet Cong. The man was obviously an idiot.

Diem was in control of his government, of course, he had appointed them all, but he did not control the people…he never did.

The villagers of Vietnam wanted nothing more than to own their own plot of land. Diem could have given this to them when he took control of plantations that were abandoned by the French. Instead of giving this land to the farmers, the people who had a moral right to it, Diem offered it for sale. Obviously most of it went to wealthy Vietnamese, alienating the villagers and increasing the gap between rich and poor.

Many Vietnamese farmers owned land given to them by the Viet Minh when they had controlled the south. Diem took back this land and gave it to Catholics who had moved from the North after the Geneva accords. Many of these people of course longed for the return of the Viet Minh, or indeed any group who would give them back their land.

Diem seemed to get more stupid by the day, his next brilliant step was to appoint new Village Chiefs…a policy that went against centuries of tradition. Even the French had allowed villagers to elect their own chiefs. The Vietnamese saying was that "The Emperor’s rule stops at the village gate" Of course the new chiefs were chosen only for their loyalty to Diem, and like the rest of Diem’s appointees, they became rich pocketing American money intended to help the villagers. The Americans wanted Diem out in the countryside, meeting the people and finding out what their concerns were. In 1957, while out meeting the people, Diem was shot by an angry villager….. Obviously they were not all stupid, and not all happy about the way Diem was running their country.

From then on Diem stayed within the Presidential palace. Everyone knew whenever he left, because his limousine would drive at high speed through the streets, surrounded by police cars with their sirens wailing. He was suspicious of everyone except his own relatives and he put his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu in charge of a special police force that hunted down those opposed to his rule.

Of course the people were not going to put up with this sort of treatment, so those that were the Viet Minh, and had put away their weapons after the French defeat, now took those weapons out again.

Diem was now calling all his opponents Communists or "Viet Cong". Most Vietnamese peasants didn’t know what communism was, but they did know that the Viet Cong were opposed to Diem. Those that wanted their own plot of land to farm, or indeed their own land back, now began to think of themselves as Viet Cong.

Their numbers grew as those that used to be Viet Minh, and had gone north, began to move back into the south. Under orders from Ho Chi Minh they could not cross the 17th parallel (the line that divided the country) because that line was a demilitarised zone, and no armed troops were allowed to enter. So, they left North Vietnam and began to walk down a network of trails through Laos. This route became known as the Ho Chi Minh trail.

In December 1960, under orders from Ho Chi Minh’s government in Hanoi, a group of Viet Cong met to set up the National Liberation Front (NLF) From then on the NLF was the political wing of the Viet Cong. They set policies that were transmitted to Viet Cong (VC) units in the south.

By now Kennedy was in the White House and Americans were inspired by their new, and young leader. Kennedy felt the United States could halt the spread of communism with a new military approach…counterinsurgency. Militarily, the insurgents could be beaten by arming and training the people at village level to defend their homes. He believed that American Aid programs would show that democracy had more to offer than communism.

Kennedy and his advisers, among them Robert McNamara as Secretary of Defence, and Dean Rusk as Secretary of State, set about sorting out what they saw as a fight between communism and democracy.

None of them understood what was really happening in Vietnam. 

It was now 1963, and many of Kennedy’s advisers believed Diem was the big problem in South Vietnam. When the American ambassador, Henry Cabot Lodge, learned that some South Vietnamese army officers were planning a coup to overthrow Diem, he recommended that Washington support it.

Things then began to move rather quickly. Kennedy was at a meeting in Washington when the news came that Diem and Nhu had been murdered in the back of an armoured car. Kennedy was shocked and said that Lodge had led him to believe that Diem would not be killed in the coup.

Three weeks later Kennedy himself was shot dead in Dallas. For a time the American people were dazed and mourning, and Vietnam was forgotten.

Lyndon B. Johnson was now President of the United States. Johnson was not particularly interested in foreign policy because he wanted to solve the problems Americans had at home.

The generals who had overthrown Diem were now fighting among themselves for power and through all of 1964 one military government after another rose and fell in South Vietnam. They were all playing right into the hands of the communists and the Viet Cong took full advantage of the situation and increased their hold on the countryside.

The American destroyer MADDOX entered the Gulf of Tonkin early on the morning of August 2nd. 1964. That afternoon they were attacked by three North Vietnamese PT boats. Attacking at high speed the North Vietnamese fired torpedoes and machine guns at the MADDOX. The MADDOX returned fire and four jets from a US Aircraft carrier joined the fight. One of the North Vietnamese boats were sunk, the other two retreated. The damage to the MADDOX was a single bullet hole from the north Vietnamese machine guns. What happened after that remains a mystery even today, but it was the event that tipped the US into the Vietnam war.

Two nights later the MADDOX’S radar operator reported unidentified objects thirty six miles ahead. The USS TURNER JOY’S radar confirmed the sighting and when the target was 4000 yards away the TURNER JOY said they saw the wake of a torpedo pass by. Eight American jets flew over the spot, but could not detect any enemy vessels. Neither ship, nor any of the planes had been hit and the Americans finally turned south.

After disagreement amongst the Americans as to whether or not there had actually been an attack, (and the Captain of the MADDOX said that it was doubtful), Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, Commander of the Pacific Fleet, cabled Johnson that the North Vietnamese had defied the President’s warning.

Johnson struck back immediately. American jets took off from US aircraft carriers and bombed North Vietnam.

Only military targets were bombed, PT boat bases and an oil storage depot. Johnson declared that the raid was a success. The North Vietnamese anti-aircraft fire shot down two American jets. Flying one of them was Lieutenant Everett Alverez, so he became the first of many American pilots captured by the North Vietnamese. He would remain a prisoner for nine years.

During the next three years Johnson would send more than 500,000 American troops into Vietnam and stage the largest bombing campaign in the history of warfare.

 

Australia was already involved. The Australian Army Training Team Vietnam, AATTV, had been in Vietnam since 1962.

Now, the governments of Australia, New Zealand and Britain were asked to take an active roll in the defence of Vietnam. This got Australian diplomats and politicians excited to say the least, and they almost tripped over each other in a rush to please the Americans.

Meanwhile Menzies was paving the way for the reintroduction of conscription to build the manpower of the Australian Army. The RSL, the National Civic Council, all sorts of public figures, were yelling support for the desperate need to form a new National Service scheme. All these people yelling for conscription were wittingly or unwittingly working on behalf of the government and Menzies orchestrated it all without actually being seen to be directly involved.

The Americans encouraged Australia and other members of SEATO to become involved in Vietnam and in 1964 the SEATO council agreed that it was prepared for any escalation of fighting that would contain communist aggression in Asia.

After visiting the United States in 1964, Menzies announced that the AATTV would be strengthened with another thirty advisers. They would be supported by the Royal Australian Air Force Transport Flight - Vietnam. Meanwhile Menzies and his cabinet kept up the lie that they did not intend to reintroduce conscription or to send Australian combat troops to Vietnam. Once America began sending large numbers of ground troops to Vietnam most people that were politically aware believed that it was only a matter of time before Australia was asked to follow suit. Menzies remained true to the deception, and remained uncommitted, but anyone with any knowledge knew that with nearly full employment and prosperity there was no rush of young volunteers for the armed forces, and there would have to be a huge build up of numbers if we were to commit forces to Vietnam.

So, having deceived the Australian people for more than a year that conscription was not under consideration, Menzies announced to the nation on 10th December 1964 that compulsory National Service for all males aged twenty years would be introduced. He said the situation in Vietnam was the primary reason and made it clear that National Servicemen would serve in Vietnam or any other conflict that might arise during their service.

Right from the very start this scheme was a recipe for disaster, because of the ridiculous and unfair method of selecting who would go into the Army, and who would not. The scheme was a recipe for disaster and division.

The United States Assistant Secretary of State William Bundy flew to Australia with a request from the President for Australian support of the US position, and at the same time for a greater military involvement.

Conscription was up and running in 1965 and the Australian Army now re-thought its previous negative response to providing combat troops for Vietnam and set about building the army it would need for the job. They believed now that they had a steady supply of manpower they could reach the level required to support the USA with combat troops.

On 29th April 1965 Menzies stood in the House of Representatives and announced that an Infantry battalion of the Australian Army, and a logistic support group, a force of about 800 men would be sent to Vietnam to fight alongside US and ARVN troops against the communists.

The agreement to send Australian troops to Vietnam was made between the Menzies government and the Johnson administration. It had nothing to do with the South Vietnamese, and so with more deception the Menzies government set about obtaining a request from the South Vietnamese government for a troop commitment from Australia, so as to give it an air of legitimacy. There was never any formal request from the South Vietnamese before that.

For the first time Australia was sending troops to war without the full support of the people at home.

Only five weeks elapsed between Menzies’ announcement and the troops being on their way to Vietnam. Ist Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (1RAR), one of Australia’s most experienced battalions was the unit chosen. 

So the build up began. By the end of 1965 the Americans numbered 184,000 and Australia had 1RAR and their logistic support group. They were called Australian Forces - Vietnam (AFV), and consisted of 1RAR, 105 Field Battery of the Royal Australian Artillery (RAA), Armoured personnel carriers and 3 Field Troop of the Royal Australian Engineers (RAE), with elements of the Army Light Aircraft (ALA). By the time they were all on the ground in Vietnam, Australian numbers were almost 1500 men, substantially more than the 800 the government said they were sending.

That is how it started, as simply and as quickly as that. Without any public debate our armed forces were committed to what was to become this nation’s longest war. 

The decision was then made to commit a Task Force and to allocate the Australians a province of their own where they could operate as an autonomous unit with their own field commander. Australian Forces - Vietnam was allocated Phuoc Tuy province in military region 3, just to the east of Saigon, and the 1st Australian Task Force (1ATF) was formed.

The 1st Australian Task Force started operations in mid 1966 at a time of great optimism and a belief that the tide had turned in the war and the communists were on the back pedal. Australia’s commitment went from 1500 men to 4,500.

Harold Holt was now Prime Minister and he warned that "a long period of fighting is the prospect we have to face." He was right because Australian military operations in Vietnam were to last 10 years.
In 1967 the Australian Government announced that Australian troop numbers would increase again …to 8000. By now we (Australians) were at war in our own right against the communists and all Australian units were engaged in active patrolling in Phuoc Tuy province.

THE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT and AGENT ORANGE
The Agent Orange issue first broke in the Australian press in 1979, the Australian government quickly denied that Australian troops had ever used or come into contact with Agent Orange. 

Vietnam veterans all over the country laughed at that and yelled that we were exposed to herbicides and pesticides on a daily basis during tours of duty. It was in the air, in the water we drank and showered in, in the food we ate and in the bush we patrolled and fought in.

Veterans knew that some of us were sick from the chemical, some had already died, and more were sick and dying. The more we veterans complained the more the officials denied. 

This sort of action of course reveals completely the perceptions and mentality of those people and departments and goes a long way towards explaining their subsequent treatment (or mistreatment) of Vietnam veterans.

The health of Vietnam veterans was first raised in Parliament on 23rd November 1978. Labor member John Kerin asked Minister for Defence, Killen, how many veterans had been affected by exposure to Agent Orange whilst serving in Vietnam; what evidence was there of sterility or skin cancers, and would the government conduct a special inquiry into the matter. The minister answered that there were no recorded cases of Australian troops having come into contact with Agent Orange and no veteran had at that time made any claim for compensation. Furthermore the Australian Defence Force did not use Agent Orange in Vietnam.

This exchange took place thirteen months after the Agent Orange issue had been first publicized in the US daily press. 

In a question to the Minister for Veterans Affairs, Senator Mason asked if there was any evidence of illness among veterans exposed to 2,4,5-T, a major component of Agent Orange, and if there was any evidence of birth defects among their children. The minister denied any knowledge of any illness or defects.

On 28th March 1980 John Kerrin again raised the issue of herbicides and made reference to tests on chemicals that had been carried out by scientists at Nui Dat. The Minister, Killen, replied that for all he knew or cared the chemicals concerned - Reglone, Hyvar, Gramaxone, and Tordon could have been racehorses. The Prime Minister supported Killen and repeated his claim that the use of herbicides in Vietnam had been "responsible and sensible."

Veterans continued to get sick, and newspapers carried story after story of sick veterans. Still Fraser and Killen continued to deny any use of Agent Orange. 

Personally I don't care which chemical or chemicals or mixture of has done the damage, but it is obvious now to me and should be to everyone that veterans and their families are suffering from illnesses because of our service in Vietnam. It needs to be fixed.

Veterans gave their stories to the newspapers and to a Senate hearing and these stories formed a picture that chemical spraying was a part of every day life at Nui Dat and at Vung Tau. 

Veterans recalled becoming ill after exposure but we were at war and these (at the time) symptoms were not a real cause for worry when you put your life on the line every day. Besides, we trusted the government; they wouldn't allow any spraying that was bad for our health.... Would they??
The Department of Veterans Affairs physicians showed a complete lack of interest in these stories and depositions by veterans. By its own admission, they had been monitoring the Agent Orange issue in the US long before it came to any ones attention in Australia. 

What the hell was wrong with our Department of Veterans Affairs isn't their charter to look after us, the veterans. If they didn't believe us then they were in fact calling us liars.

They WERE told about the drenching with chemicals and they WERE told about the illnesses that began immediately after the spraying of chemicals.

Several veterans went to the Department of Veterans Affairs with chloracne, a classic symptom of exposure to Dioxin, (TCDD) and yet not once did a doctor from the Department of Veterans Affairs ever suggest to those veterans that they might have that condition as a consequence of exposure to herbicides.

They can't have it both ways. They were either all stupid or they were treating us with contempt.

Either way the Department of Veterans Affairs have a lot to answer for.

The veteran community has been very patient. We have conducted our fight with the Department in a proper and legal way. We fought a Royal Commission to prove our case and had to put up with unbelievable treatment bordering on contempt from the Commission. 

The fight is over now though surely? There is no longer any doubt that we were sprayed by all sorts of dangerous chemicals, the most toxic of them being DIOXIN, the most lethal known to man.

There is no longer any doubt that we are sick as a result of this spraying or that our children are sick and could get sicker from the same chemicals. Surely we can now all get together and work towards fixing the problem. Especially with the children and wives.

We Vietnam veterans are patriots, we were then and we are now. We are not looking for people to blame. We fought for our country. We love this country and I would do it again. We simply want a wrong righted, and all those who need treatment or incomes because of war caused illness looked after without having to beg for it, or jump through hoops for years while getting sicker, or dying, or committing suicide.

TRADE UNIONS, DRAFT DODGERS, ANTI-WAR MOVEMENT.

 

 

First, let me say that the term anti-war is completely wrong because as soon as Australian troops were withdrawn from Vietnam the so-called anti-war people all went away, they disappeared. A proper name would be “anti-war in case I have to fight movement.”

These gutless and ill-informed bastards turned out to the marches because it was fun and because they were scared that they themselves would be conscripted and actually have to do something for their country.

I mingled amongst them in between my two tours of duty and listened to them talking amongst themselves. None of them had any idea what was happening in Vietnam and were out for the day because they wanted to be part of the action.

Some people say “but they got such huge crowds; they must have thought it was important”. Crap! These people would turn out for anything at all, just to be part of it. They turn out for pop groups; football teams and so on in huge numbers because their dull little lives have them following the leader like sheep. They don’t actually do anything themselves so the only way they can be part of anything is to follow the biggest crowd.

So this is what I think of these recalcitrant little people. 

Those that did have a fair dinkum view of stopping the war should have kept demonstrating when we Australian military were returned home. The war was still going on. Nothing had changed except that the foolish demonstrators had now denied the South Vietnamese people the only chance they had to obtain democracy.

You bloody foolish, selfish people believed that the Vietnam War was a civil war between north and south? That shows just how ignorant the whole anti-war movement was. This was a war led and financed and supplied by the communist super powers of China and The Soviet Union to force the people of South Vietnam into communism and deny them the right to self government and democracy that the spoilt people of Australia and the United States of America were enjoying.

I don’t like the way we were sent to Vietnam in the first place. The lies, deception, sneaky way that Menzies and his boys contrived to get us involved makes me sick to my stomach but I want to yell from the rooftops that if the people of this country want to send young men to war, (I was 19 years old on my first tour of duty)

Then do it with the full support of the nation or don’t do it at all.

I don’t think any of the politicians in this country, then or now, begin to realize what you did to us. We found ourselves fighting a war that in many ways was the bloodiest and most vicious of last century.

The reason we have such a great record from that war and only a military person would know that the number of our own dead and wounded was very low compared to the damage we inflicted on the enemy, the reason was because we were trained so very well by tough and able men who thank god knew what they were doing and had learned in the battles of WW2, Malaya, Korea and other places. During the ten years of that war the enemy, VC and NVA tried on many occasions to wipe out Australian battalions and would have succeeded if it weren’t for the dogged courage and discipline instilled in us by the magnificent men who trained us and by the guts of those wonderful, glorious men who gave their lives along side the rest of us, that we could return home.

Let’s look at what these anti war people did to us, and when I say us I mean the forces of the South Vietnamese (ARVN) USA, Australia, New Zealand, Korea, Canada, Philippines and the other nations who were fighting for democracy against communism.

The Trade Unions, now that’s a good place to start. 

We soldiers were fighting the war every day. Most in fact nearly all our time was spent outside the wire, patrolling, ambushing, and putting our lives on the line every single day. We spent very little time resting inside the wire at Nui Dat, but when we did it was a big deal for us to get a parcel of goodies, biscuits cakes or whatever from home and of course mail, letters from our loved ones and friends, if indeed we had any civilian friends left.

The Unions denied us those few small things on more than one occasion. Those arrogant pricks in communist led unions denied us, serving military, the few things that reminded us of home and of those that we loved. 

While the wharfies argued about loading the Boonaroo and the Jeparrit and the Postal Union argued about sending us any mail we were fighting for our lives every day and every hour of every day.

I wonder if any of the absolute arseholes that stopped our supplies have any idea what that does to ones mind? Do any of them have any idea what it feels like to be fighting a war that far from home and know that your own country will not allow you any mail or goodies?

It hurt! It hurt all of us. No matter what rank, no matter what age, we were seriously, emotionally hurt.

We did not let it divide us though and it drew us even closer together than we already were if that was possible. We pulled in our stomachs and puffed out our chest and we got on with the job. We helped each other through emotional problems, gave each other support in hard times of no news from home when men were worried about wives and kids, parents who were ill, girlfriends who were probably writing a “dear john”. We watched each other’s back with complete and total trust and we saved each other’s lives where we could in combat. Whatever the problem was we helped each other deal with it and fuck you people in the world. We were treated very, very poorly and all those who had a hand in that should hang your miserable heads in shame.

I know many veterans who did one tour early in the war and came home to pretty good receptions are probably not aware of the terrible way things deteriorated soon after. My first return home to Brisbane was a pleasant one with 6 RAR and our march through Brisbane was a good experience and I thank the people of Brisbane for that. My second though was completely different. Because I came home on a flight full of Americans coming to Australia on R&R and we were flown into Sydney during the night to avoid demonstrators. We didn’t avoid them and it showed me a side of this country I have been ashamed of since and remain ashamed of to this day.

So where are we today? 

Vietnam veterans today are everywhere in society and at every level. We are very successful business people, we are factory workers, we are schoolteachers and we are citizens. We are also sick and dying from all sorts of assorted cancers and weird illnesses from chemicals used during the war and from emotional and psychological problems caused by (in my opinion) you bastards in the civilian population who used us and abused us.

We are reeling from the absolute mistreatment and neglect by governments and those of us who are unable to work and have not committed suicide yet are having to fight, beg, jump through hoops, drink to dull the pain, hide out away from society in order to survive.

The treatment we were promised and indeed that is legislated in the veterans entitlement act is a joke. Some Veterans are homeless, or drunks or both, some live on their own having driven families away. 

Vietnam was without a doubt the most misreported, misunderstood mess this country has ever been involved in and we veterans are left to carry the burden created by that mess. A mess started by and refueled by politicians during the war and since the war. The Agent Orange controversy in my opinion was the cover-up of the last century. Not only where it involves Vietnam veterans and the people of Vietnam but the way those chemicals which cause dioxin are still being used and Monsanto, Dow and other chemical companies have lied, altered documents used politicians and abused the legal system to get their own way and get away with poisoning millions of people. 

Those Vietnam veterans who now have to live on a Veterans Affairs income, I refuse to call my income a pension, it is in fact compensation, now find ourselves having to fight and beg and write and email and fax over and over again, politicians who decide what we will get to live on. Politicians who fill their own pockets in an obscene manner with every single lerk and perk they can come up with. I am not talking about what they earn as income, they are entitled to that but all the other rorts they have given themselves and you and I and they know what they are.

All politicians should be reminded that without all the dead and all the veterans of the Second World War they would not even be here. We would without doubt be part of the Japanese Empire. How they can now even think they are entitled to decide how those men should live and what they should receive from the public purse, their purse, our purse, leaves me ashamed and bloody angry that we have allowed politicians that power. Any war veteran should be automatically entitled to an income at least equal to the average male earnings in this country that they put their lives on the line for.

We are not social security cases and we are not ordinary civilians. We were service people when we fought and we are ex service people now. We should be treated with respect and compensated in a way fitting for veterans of wars that have cemented this country’s democratic future.

We can hold our heads high in the United Nations because we have always done our duty on the world stage. Korea, Vietnam and all the peacekeeping actions we have been part of allow us that pride.

Our future does not look good to me. In an ever increasingly violent world we are going to find it hard in this country to recruit the men and women we need to defend this country. Is it any wonder the government has spent in excess of $30,000,000.00 trying to recruit people into the defence force without success? One of the reasons has to be that young people see how veterans of past service are treated and who in their right mind wants to be treated as we have and still are?

God Bless Australia.

 

AGENT ORANGE
The Onus of Proof.
 



THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW OF DEATH 

A Vietnam Veterans view of the history, cover-up and abuse of chemicals in the Vietnam War.

"The Onus of disproof rule."

I read a paper some time ago written by Graham Walker and presented on behalf of the Vietnam Veterans Federation to the Vietnam Voices Conference held at the Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre. He said, and I quote:

"So what is the Onus of Disproof Rule? To explain that I must take you back to the 1914-18 war. Parliaments then were grappling with what responsibilities they had to the soldiers returning to Australia from the front. The Commonwealth Governments answer was the Australian Soldiers Repatriation Bill.

In introducing this bill into the Australian parliament in 1917, Senator Millen explained:

Repatriation, he said, was an attempt to indicate Australia’s obligation ‘to those who on its behalf have gone into the Valley of the Shadow of Death.’ "

The Prime Minister at that time, Billy Hughes, had no doubts that this obligation was the result of an unwritten but binding contract between the Australian parliament and Australia’s service men and women. He declared:

"…We say to them, you go and fight and when you come back we will look after your welfare."

And:

"We have entered into a bargain with the soldier and we must keep it…"

Billy Hughes was also clear that the servicemen and women had every right, to expect that the government would honour its promises.

"The Soldier will say to the Commonwealth Government: "You made us a promise, we look to you to carry it out."

In framing a new act in 1941, much thought had been given to how difficult it should be for sick and disabled veterans to have their illness and disabilities accepted as war caused. The thought of sick war veterans having to fight their way through court hearing after court hearing, with a heavy burden of proof on the veteran to prove his case, was abhorrent to the Parliament and to the Australian people. So the new legislation included a more lenient test of whether a veteran’s service could be linked with war service. The Attorney general, during the parliamentary debate on the bill, explained in the following terms:

"The whole purpose of this provision is to reverse completely the method of proof and put the burden of proof upon the authorities to negative any connection between war service and the disability.

In other words, if any question which is material to the case before any of these tribunals cannot be placed beyond reasonable doubt, the question must be determined in favour of the member of the forces. (Emphasis added.)"

Successive Federal Parliaments have supported these provisions of the Repatriation Act, so that it was these provisions which were in force when Australians were again sent to war, this time in Vietnam.

These provisions were part of what Billy Hughes had described as the bargain, the promise.

Even in 1977 when the Repatriation Act was completely overhauled, this onus of proof and standard of proof provisions were retained, indeed, they were made more explicit. So when Vietnam veterans began applying for compensation for cancer on the grounds that it was caused by Agent Orange, it was under these long standing provisions.""
Everyone has heard of Agent Orange. Not everyone takes much notice of what those words mean. I am sure a lot of people laugh about it and think it is a lot of noise about nothing. Alternatively, perhaps they think that it is merely some chemical that is a bit unpleasant; but whatever they think of it, you can bet that they are completely ignorant of the real facts.

Over the years I have listened to and been part of conversations about this issue with people from all walks of life, all levels of intelligence, and the one thing they all have in common is ignorance. Because they are all educated and most of them can read and do read more than the sports pages, they know that the name Agent Orange refers to chemicals used in the Vietnam War. Without exception these people have all expressed an opinion on the chemicals and on their effect both on the countryside and on people.

I have never heard anybody outside the veteran community or the scientific community say anything that is even remotely close to the real facts on these horrific chemicals, how they were used, what if any safety precautions were taken, or what effect they have had on people in the thirty years since they were first used in Vietnam.

What interests me about what all these people say and how they have come to even have an opinion about something so horribly misunderstood is that none of them are concerned about the health of veterans of the war or the people of South Vietnam. Veterans are getting sick and or dying from cancers and other illnesses at a rate much higher than the general population of this country. The South Vietnamese countryside has been devastated and changed beyond belief by the chemicals and the rate of deaths and birth abnormalities amongst the Vietnamese people is beyond words. Yet, the public of this country is completely unaware of all of this.

I’m not really surprised by their lack of knowledge given the history of understanding of the whole thing. Most of the Australian public took no great interest in the reality of what we the armed forces were doing there in the first place. 

When veterans who are ill try to explain what is wrong with them it is like talking to someone from another planet. In fact, people who weren't involved know almost nothing about the War, or our involvement, or the turmoil we all found ourselves in trying to fight that war with our hands tied behind our backs by politicians and ignorant civilians.

I still have trouble coming to terms with what is wrong with me.  It is so easy for civilians who have never served to have opinions or to judge others and it is too easy to sit on the fence and that is what they do. Academics are the worst, they study the war or the politics behind it and from that they become experts.

These things are always easy to look at and be an expert on in hindsight. Hindsight is a wonderful thing but it does not deal with the cold hard reality that was the war then. We had to deal with that and what we ask now is that we are looked after medically and that our families are looked after. We are owed that much.

I am always fighting with or writing to politicians about what we need or what has to be done from our view and it probably sounds sometimes as if we are blaming them for everything. That is not the case and like them or not most politicians are hard working men and women who mean well and try to do well for this country. Again though it comes down to ignorance or not being able to understand what it is we are saying.

I am sure many politicians think Vietnam veterans are looking for someone to blame. I know that I am not, and all the veterans I speak to about this are not. Mistakes were made, god knows so many mistakes, but wars are not scripted and this was different to all the others we have been in. There were political mistakes, many of them. There were military mistakes, there always are. In general though I believe the Australian Forces in Vietnam did an honourable and honest job in our efforts to stop the South Vietnamese being forced into communism and when all the garbage is pushed aside, that’s what it was about to us. 

I went back to Vietnam in 1995 with a mate of mine from the same unit, 6th Battalion. The Royal Australian Regiment. All of the people we spoke to in the south told us that life for them was terrible under the communists. They are in fact being punished for losing the war and so are their families. I asked them if they blamed us for leaving them to face the communist forces on their own. They all said yes, they blamed the politicians who allowed that to happen, both theirs and ours, meaning mainly the Americans of course, but not the soldiers. They did not blame the soldiers. They all said that the only hope they had to remain free from communism was when we, meaning the USA armed forces and Australia and the other allies were there to help them.

Again, people of this country know none of this and it amazes me that a country can send the cream of its youth to fight in these places and yet the population can take so little interest in what they are doing.



SPRAYED AND BETRAYED

This is the frightening story of the damage that has already been done to Vietnam War veterans, To our children as well as to adults, by the irresponsible spraying of chemicals in Vietnam. It investigates the lack of care taken, the sloppy practices within the chemical industry, and the problems with successive governments in this country, to have them accept responsibility, because it is their responsibility! To provide health care for veterans and their families, and compensation for disabilities caused by exposure to the chemicals. It is also about the future damage to our health and that of our children, and perhaps even their children. These chemicals sit in your system and can be triggered by many things at any time. No one knows at this stage how long this can last or what problems can arise because of exposure to any one of these chemicals, let alone the cocktail of all of them mixed together. 

More than three decades have now passed since the start of spraying in South Vietnam, and not much less than that since problems were first noticed with the Vietnamese as well as with the allies. We veterans have always known that there was a problem, but until the last couple of years, I do not think we really understood how far reaching these problems might be. The mortality studies of veterans over the years have pointed out that a problem exists. None of us however was ready for the figures that came out of the last study. Our children are innocent victims of all of this and by extension so are our wives. There can be no argument about it, we have been saying for years that we can see a health problem within our ranks and the Governments own study now reinforces that fact.

Many of the health effects are just now being felt. It seems no accident that we are currently seeing a great number of our veteran friends dying from a range of illnesses, predominately cancers, at a relatively young age, most in their 50's. It would be plausible and prudent to assume that the chemicals that played such a huge part in our lives is a very significant factor. Chemicals are the common denominator linking all veterans. All veterans who are ill seem to have the same problems whether we served in Saigon, Vung Tao, Nui Dat, Phan Rang, Da Nang, or indeed anywhere else in that country. It doesn't seem to matter whether you were in combat or safe in a base job, if you served in Vietnam during the war, chances are you have or will have some of the problems common to Vietnam veterans. The only common link between us all is chemicals; the stuff was sprayed all over the place and the spray drift took it in the wind. 

The only people on this planet who have a problem accepting the facts and admitting that it is as probable as not that most of our problems come from our war service for this country are Governments and the Department of Veterans Affairs. 

This whole subject has been argued about, written about, researched and debated, published in magazines and newspapers, talked about on radio and television. It has been the subject of documentaries, legal battles, and here in Australia a Royal Commission that lasted some two years and cost about 3.8 million dollars.

The Commissioner found that veterans are ill as a result of our service in Vietnam. His ultimate decision was that the illness was caused by stress, although cancer, from which some veterans are suffering, may result from chemicals to which veterans were exposed. That was back in 1985 and a finding after an inquiry, that chemicals did not cause present illness in veterans, was acceptable to some people. Personally, I thought the whole Commission was a joke. I was more naive then and it was my introduction to the real world of legal manoeuvrings and the dirty world of cover-ups, lies and deceit involving chemical companies. 

Shortly after spraying began, Australian soldiers started to feel the effects. Of course we did not know anything about what was being sprayed and we were very young and trusting, we did not question why some of us were ill. We were fighting a war and there were many other things to worry about, and anyway we trusted the powers that be --- They wouldn’t spray any chemicals that were harmful to us, would they?

We were not warned that there was any danger; in fact, the subject was not ever talked about. The spraying was to control mosquitoes and vegetation so it sounded like a good idea to us. When you spend your days patrolling and ambushing, watching your every step and looking out for mines and booby traps and enemy troops, the spraying of chemicals is not a huge worry. We trusted others with those things.

We were not warned of any dangers. We were not warned that there was a danger in drinking the water, or eating the food, or breathing the fumes. We could smell the stuff at times and I can remember my eyes stinging from something from the sky but at the time, as I said, we had other things to worry about.

Despite glib assurances from our government, we have suffered an extraordinary rate of cancers and other illnesses that could only have been caused by chemical spraying; there is no other common factor that could explain these illnesses. Though the DVA and Government has insisted all along that there was little or no danger from these chemicals, I believe there is irrefutable evidence, which has only gradually come to light, that it is as likely as not that many Vietnam veterans and our children have suffered and-or died from heart disease, chronic respiratory distress, progressive muscular weakness, leukaemia, prostate cancer, cancer of the colon, other cancers, motor neuron disease, cleft lip or palate, absent body parts, spina bifida and many more. Also Posttraumatic Stress Disorder and other mental disturbances have ruined many lives. 

Most tragically of all, some veterans’ children have been born with physical and mental handicaps. Yet in spite of overwhelming evidence, the Veterans Affairs department has in many cases adamantly refused to admit there is any proof that these illnesses are service-related, the veterans and their widows and children have been consistently denied compensation. Of course, no individual case of leukaemia or cancer or birth defect carries a label saying exactly what caused it. But the statistics, gathered by the veterans ourselves, show that the chemicals were as likely as not responsible. 

With shocking callousness, DVA and Government have refused to accept that it is as likely as not, (and I keep saying that because it can never be proven 100% either way) that veteran’s illnesses and that of our children are probably linked to chemicals.

When we look at the degree of toxicity of dioxin, it amazes me that anyone would bother to do surveys and health studies trying to prove or disprove a link. This stuff is unbelievably deadly.

Think of dioxin this way; it is measured in parts per trillion. This can be compared to a teaspoon of salt mixed evenly through a dump truck full of sand. The extreme toxicity of dioxin makes even this amount a potentially lethal dose. It is the most potent cancer-causing agent known to man. The tiniest amount causes malignant tumours in animals. It is also a powerful teratogen, causing birth defects and reproductive toxicity such as stillbirths and miscarriages.

The sick part is, TCDD does not kill plants. It could have been removed from 245T without affecting its purpose. The manufacturer knew its extreme toxicity and the danger of using it, but TCDD was not removed from 245T because that would have increased production costs.

Dioxin is only one part of one agent though and I believe that the "Cocktail Effect" is the real worry. The mix of all the different chemicals, and there were fifteen of them used in Vietnam, is the real problem and the reason that no definite link can be found to any one of these chemicals.

The Government and the DVA know this and they keep stalling the issue by saying they will look at this chemical and that, for any known effects. They refuse to look at the big picture. They also do not understand that this stuff has never been sprayed on human beings before, and make no mistake it was sprayed on us. All the experts and statistics in the world can say it was not but I was there and so were thousands of others and we can tell you that it was sprayed on and around us.

Evidence is now in hand, from veterans, private citizens and independent researchers, some scientists and chemical experts, Greenpeace, and many other groups and individuals that the rates of infant mortality and cancer and leukaemia and many other illnesses are much higher in any community that has come in touch with these chemicals. 

I will say it again...The incidents of serious illness are higher in the Vietnam veteran community than in the rest of the population. 

The government response has again been a condescending and blanket denial. Or, they say that their last study into the mortality of Vietnam veterans and our families has shown some cause for concern and that the figures must now be validated.

Spina Bifida in Vietnam veterans' children is one such example. Our government is still "looking at it" and yet The United States accepted Spina Bifida in Vietnam veterans children as war caused in 1996 and pay them compensation and other benefits because of it.

The governments own record of health studies has been stained with serious scandal and obvious cover-up. Here are some examples of the things that went on during the Royal Commission. Taken from the VVAA's answer to the Royal Commissioner's report. 

“‘C’ Company 5 RAR was one of the units directly sprayed by Agent Orange and the herbicide positively identified. The Commissioner said: -

"It is significant to note that no member of "C" Company 5 RAR was called as a witness at the health effects hearing of the Commission. If the health effects alleged to arise from minimal exposure do, in fact arise, then this group, representing the best instance of direct aerial exposure, would be expected to be amongst those suffering adverse health consequences. The failure of the VVAA to call any member of this group is telling."

The last comment ignores the Commissioner's refusal to allow the VVAA to call a large number of witnesses and that the ten witnesses called at the health effects hearing were chosen by agreement between counsel assisting the Commissioner and VVAA counsel.

The suggestion that none of "C" Company were ill after the spraying is just wrong. A report by a Major Tripp shows that this particular spraying affected troops. This is typical of the carelessness with which the report was prepared.

However, it is absolutely astonishing that the Commissioner made no effort to follow up the health effects of this known spraying which involved about 120 men. Indeed the failure to find out what really happened to exposed troops afterwards is indicative of the lack of skill shown and indeed ordinary commonsense in directing the Commission and in compilation of the report.

Instead of concerning itself with what really happened, the Commissioner relied upon hypothetical models of exposed soldiers. Models were used to show how much dioxin a soldier in Vietnam could absorb. A Dr. Poiger is relied upon.

Unfortunately for the credibility of the report when Dr. Poiger's evidence is checked, we find that his experience related to direct application of dioxin to internal organs of dogs and to applications to the skin of hairless rats. He opined that human skin absorption would be about the same as hairless rats.

I could go on and on, page by page, about the contradictions, the mistakes, the misquotations, the errors, but this sort of thing occurs so frequently that it would take months."

Indeed, there are so many errors in the Royal Commission that the President of the VVAA at the time, the late Phill Thompson, commented that the report deserved a mention in the Guinness Book of Records.

The whole Royal Commission was a pathetic joke. It was proven beyond any doubt that the Department of Veterans Affairs conduct toward some veterans had in fact been life threatening, and that they had altered documents to cover that conduct. There was also evidence that veterans had died, but probably would not have, if the Medical Officers of the Department had been more active.

It is beyond my comprehension that Justice Evatt was not more concerned about this conduct...surely it is illegal, and immoral, and hardly in the spirit of a "fair go".

Where the Department of Veterans Affairs was caught altering veteran's documents, Justice Evatt said, (and it is in the report (Vol.7, p. XIV-227)

"The Commission notes that DVA frankly disclosed the falsification of the records. This is typical of the open way which DVA has accepted the investigations by this Commission."

What the Commissioner did not say was that the veteran took copies of his files before the falsification took place...the DVA was caught out by documents showing the falsification. Nevertheless, the good Justice Evatt seemed to believe that admission of guilt excuses the conduct.

That whole Royal Commission was a travesty and any government worth its salt would overturn the thing. Surely, it is an embarrassment for any person with any brain at all, to be associated with such a sick document. A whole body of expert medical and scientific evidence was ignored...Indeed evidence which showed chemicals to be harmless, was all that was accepted.

During the Royal Commission John Evans, a scientific adviser and consultant chemist advised the VVAA. A former employee of the CSIRO, Evans provided a written statement and testified before two of the senate hearings. It does not surprise me that this man has been attacked personally and his credibility questioned by the DVA and the Departments of Health and Defence. Evans said, every Australian soldier who served in Vietnam was exposed to chemicals, whether directly from aerial and ground spraying, or from drift, or through contamination of water and food chains.

He pointed out that many of the pesticides used in Vietnam were already known to be hazardous, and that the Australian Government should have taken precautions to protect Australian troops.

We veterans have been trying for years to make the point that the term "Agent Orange" does not refer to one chemical. The press and the DVA would have people believe that is the case because all they ever refer to is "Agent Orange". The daily press and releases from the DVA constantly put out that herbicide Orange was the only hazardous chemical used in Vietnam. This is not the case of course and again John Evans told the senate hearings about the known effects of cacodylic acid (Agent Blue) and the extensive scientific literature implicating 2,4,5-T and 2,4-D with cancer and other disorders. Evans also gave evidence on Malathion, which had been accorded little importance in depositions from the DVA and the Department of Health. Evans told of cases in which Malathion had been shown to cause damage to the central nervous system. The symptoms associated with this little beauty are dizziness, nausea, weight loss and depression, all of which are common amongst Vietnam veterans.

It comes as no surprise to hear that Senator Jessop criticized Evans for implying that the Senate committee had been preoccupied with the use of Agent Orange and had ignored the wide range of other chemicals used in Vietnam.

A close reading of the transcript of the hearings, does without doubt, justify Evans claim.

I could write about the lousy treatment we have received at the hands of Government and DVA for months but no one outside the veteran community seems to give a damn. 

As early as 1961, long before the large-scale use of troops, American military planners were experimenting with herbicides for a large-scale defoliation campaign.

Once America, Australia, and the other allies became directly involved in the war, the defoliation campaign was dramatically stepped up, reaching its peak between 1965 and 1967. At the same time, the herbicides, especially 245-T, had been coming under increased criticism in the United States. The first reports of birth defects and abnormalities in Vietnamese children born in areas that had been sprayed began appearing in 1965. 

We are still here. We are still fighting and we will not go away. 

Why won’t government live up to their responsibility and just admit the mistakes of the past? And why won't DVA live up to their charter? Have the employees of DVA even read their charter? I doubt it.

I will finish this chapter by quoting an old mate of mine, Phillip Thompson. O.A.M. "At times it was easier fighting the N.V.A. at Fire Support Base Coral, at least you knew who the enemy were."

Phillip Thompson committed suicide on 22nd November 1986, after a long, hard and tiring fight leading the Veterans during the Royal Commission.



CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIONS

COVER-UP OF DIOXIN CONTAMINATION IN PRODUCTS.

FALSIFICATION OF DIOXIN HEALTH STUDIES.

 

We Vietnam veterans are still fighting the war. This is just another fire fight. One by one Vietnam veterans are being cut down. The difference between this fire fight and all the others is that these bullets were fired two to three decades ago.

Now after about thirty years of denial, the courts and the scientific community are beginning to recognize the deadly nature of DIOXIN found in Agent Orange.

Civilian victims, that is civilian victims in the United States, have filed lawsuits for damages caused by the chemical and have won substantial judgements. The courts have agreed that there is a link between their exposure to dioxin and subsequent illnesses.

Vietnam veterans, in the United States and here in Australia still receive nothing, not even recognition that we were poisoned.

The story of dioxin is a complex one; it includes cover-ups, lies, deceit, data manipulation by corporations and governments, and fraudulent claims and faked studies.

For the Vietnam veteran it is a story of pain, suffering, anger, betrayal and rage; of birth defects, cancer and many uncertainties about health problems for our families and us.

THE FOLLOWING IS TAKEN FROM "THE CONSUMER LAW PAGE"

INDUSTRY'S "TRUE LIES"

The politics behind the Scientific Debate on Dioxin.

By Stephen U.Lester.

Stephen Lester is the Science director of CITIZENS CLEARING HOUSE FOR HAZARDOUS WASTE.

"In 1949, an explosion at the Monsanto chemical plant in Nitro, West Virginia, exposed many workers to the Dioxin contaminated herbicide 2,4,5-T. Thirty years later, Monsanto scientists and an independent researcher, Dr Raymond Suskind, compared death rates among workers they said had been exposed, to the death rates of workers who were not exposed. When no differences between the groups were found, Monsanto claimed that Dioxin did not cause cancer and that there were no long term effects from Dioxin exposure (Zack and Suskind, 1980).

Monsanto released additional studies from 1980 to 1984 showing no adverse health effects, other than chloracne in workers exposed in the 1949 accident.

Evidence of inaccuracies in both the Monsanto and BASF studies was first revealed during the Kemner vs. Monsanto trial, in which a group of citizens in Sturgeon, Missouri, sued Monsanto for injuries suffered during a chemical spill caused by a train derailment in 1979.

While reviewing documents obtained from Monsanto during discovery, lawyers for the victims noticed that in one of the Monsanto studies, certain people were classified as Dioxin exposed, while in a later study, the same people were classified as not exposed (Hay, 1992).

These documents revealed that Monsanto scientists omitted five deaths from the dioxin exposed and put them in the unexposed group. Based on this misclassification of data, the researchers concluded that there was no relation between dioxin exposure and cancer in humans (kemner, 1989).

In truth, the death rate in the dioxin exposed group of Nitro workers was 65% higher than expected, with death rate from certain diseases (such as lung, genitourinary, bladder and lymphatic cancers, and heart disease) showing large increases (Kemner, 1989.)

Another Suskind study did not look at an original group of workers known to be dioxin exposed, but instead looked at hundreds of Monsanto workers at the Nitro facility. Some of the same classification sleight of hand was performed in this study.

Again, documents uncovered in Kemner vs. Monsanto showed that in fact there were 28 cancer cases in the exposed worker group and only two in the unexposed group. Suskind however reported finding only 14 cancers in the exposed workers group, compared to six in the unexposed group.

Suskind also examined a group of 37 exposed Monsanto workers during the four-year period following the 1949 accident. Medical documents obtained by Greenpeace from the Sloan-Kettering institute in Cincinnati, Ohio, where Suskind worked, showed that workers suffered "aches, pain, fatigue, nervousness, loss of libido, irritability, and other symptoms, active skin lesions, and definite patterns of psychological disorders."

All but one of the 37 workers had developed chloracne, a severe skin condition. But in a report to Monsanto at the time, Suskind concluded, without further explanation, that his "findings were limited to the skin;" in other words, all other health effects of dioxin exposure besides chloracne, were not reported (Greenpeace, 1994). Out of these studies grew the industry claim that chloracne is the only long-term effect of dioxin exposure.

Dow chemical company produced the herbicides 2,4,5T and 2,4D, Agent Orange, the defoliant that was sprayed on the jungles of Vietnam. Both herbicides are contaminated with dioxin during the manufacturing process."

So, there is no longer any credible argument that dioxin is not a deadly chemical, and as I have pointed out there is plenty of evidence as to the credibility of the chemical companies involved.

We should not have to prove anything against chemical companies who have been shown to be less than honest when it comes to testing for health effects from the products that they sell.

There are many other examples of criminal behaviour and criminal cover up of dioxin contamination, and falsification of dioxin health studies.

The United States Environmental Protection Agency in Washington D.C. (EPA) has prosecuted Monsanto for a long pattern of fraud concerning dioxin. As I keep saying there is no longer any doubt that dioxin is deadly, that it causes all sorts of illness, or that it can be passed from generation to generation.

Because of all the lying and cheating, falsifying and altering documents and samples, dioxin has been given a lesser carcinogenic potential ranking.

This is the single biggest obstacle and the basis for denying compensation to Vietnam veterans exposed to Agent Orange and our children suffering birth defects from that parental exposure.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

On October 6, 1989 I was appointed as special assistant to Secretary Derwinski of the Department of Veterans Affairs to assist the Secretary in determining whether it is at least as likely as not that there is a statistical association between exposure to Agent Orange and a specific adverse health effect.

As special assistant, I was entrusted with evaluating the numerous data relevant to the statistical association between exposure to Agent Orange and the specific adverse health effects manifested by veterans who saw active duty in Vietnam. Such evaluations were made in accordance with the standards set forth in Public Law 98-542, the Veterans’ Dioxin and Radiation Exposure Compensation Standards Act and 38 C.F.R. 1.17, regulations of the Department of Veterans Affairs concerning the evaluation of studies relating to health effects of dioxin and radiation exposure.

Consistent with my responsibilities as special assistant, I reviewed and evaluated the work of the Scientific Council of the Veterans’ Advisory Committee on Environmental Hazards and commissioned independent scientific experts to assist me in evaluating the validity of numerous human and animal studies on the effects of exposure to Agent Orange and/or exposure to herbicides containing 2,3,7,8 tetrachlorodibenzo-para-dioxin (TCDD or dioxin). In addition, I reviewed and evaluated the protocol and standards employed by government sponsored studies to assess such studies’ credibility, fairness and consistency with generally accepted scientific practices.

After reviewing the scientific literature related to the health effects of Vietnam Veterans exposed to Agent Orange as well as other studies concerning the health hazards of civilian exposure to dioxin contaminants, I conclude that there is adequate evidence for the Secretary to reasonably conclude that it is at least as likely as not that there is a relationship between exposure to Agent Orange and the following health problems: non—Hodgkin’s lymphoma, chloracne and other skin disorders, lip cancer, bone cancer, soft tissue sarcoma, birth defects, skin cancer, porphyria cutanea tarda and other liver disorders, Hodgkin’s disease, hematopoietic diseases, multiple myeloma, neurological defects, auto—immune diseases and disorders, leukaemia, lung cancer, kidney cancer, malignant melanoma, pancreatic cancer, stomach cancer, colon cancer, nasal/pharyngeal/oesophageal cancers, prostate cancer, testicular cancer, liver cancer, brain cancer, psychosocial effects and gastrointestinal diseases.

I further conclude that the Veterans’ Advisory Committee on Environmental Hazards has not acted with impartiality in its review and assessment of the scientific evidence related to the association of adverse health effects and exposure to Agent Orange.

In addition to providing evidence in support of the conclusions stated above, this report provides the Secretary with A review of the scientific, political and legal efforts that have occurred over the last decade to establish that Vietnam Veterans who have been exposed to Agent Orange are in fact entitled to compensation for various illnesses as service-related injuries.

II. AGENT ORANGE USAGE IN VIETNAM

Agent Orange was a 50:50 mixture of 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T. The latter component, 2,4,5-T, was found to contain the contaminant TCDD or 2,3,7, 8-tetrachlorodibenzo-para-dioxin (i.e. dioxin), which is regarded as one of the most toxic chemicals known to man.1

From 1962 to 1971 the United States military sprayed the herbicide Agent Orange to accomplish the following objectives: 1)

1 See CDC Protocol for Epidemiologic Studies on the Health of Vietnam Veterans (November, 1983), p. 4 ( The CDC Protocol also contains a literature review as of 1983 of the health effects on animals and humans exposed to herbicides and dioxin, pp. 63-78. The literature review documents health problems such as chloracne, immunological suppression, neurological and psychological effects, reproductive problems such as birth defects, carcinogenic effects such as soft tissue sarcomas, lymphomas and thyroid tumours, and various gastrointestinal disorders) ; See also General Accounting Office, "Report by the Comptroller General: Health Effects of Exposure to Herbicide Orange in South Vietnam Should Be Resolved," GAO-CED-79-22 at 2 (April 6, 1979) (hereinafter GAO Report, 1979).

Unlike civilian applications of the components contained in Agent Orange which are diluted in oil and water, Agent Orange was sprayed undiluted in Vietnam. Military applications were sprayed at the rate of approximately 3 gallons per acre and contained approximately 12 pounds of 2,4-D and 13.8 pounds of 2,4,5-T.3

Although the military dispensed Agent Orange in concentrations 6 to 25 times the manufacturer’s suggested rate, "at that time the Department of Defense (DOD) did not consider herbicide orange toxic or dangerous to humans and took few precautions to prevent exposure to it."’ Yet, evidence readily suggests that at the time of its use experts knew that Agent Orange was harmful to military personnel.

PRESUMPTIONS OF AGENT ORANGE RELATED HEALTH EFFECTS

I have also given considerable thought to which health effects are to be presumed likelier than not to be related to TCDD exposure and therefore service—connected. Any such determination must be made in light of: 1) the review of the scientific literature, including animal studies where human data does not exist or has been manipulated; 2) the inappropriate processes of the Veterans Advisory Committee on Environmental Hazards; 3) the past political manipulations of Ranch Hand and CDC studies; and 4) the recent discoveries of manipulation by scientists hired by chemical manufacturers of dioxin contaminants to evaluate the potentially best epidemiological data concerning TCDD’s effects on humans.

My evaluation of the evidence has been made with just such considerations in mind. Additionally, I have conferred with several experts in the field. After evaluating all the evidence and material of record, I am convinced that there is better than "an approximate balance of positive and negative evidence" on a series of Agent Orange related health effects.

It can, in my judgment, be concluded, with a very high degree of confidence, that it is at least as likely as not that the following are caused in humans by exposure to TCDD: non—Hodgkin’ s lymphoma, chloracne and other skin disorders, lip cancer, bone cancer, soft tissue sarcoma, birth defects, skin cancer, lung cancer, porphyria cutanea tarda and other liver disorders, Hodgkin’s disease, hematopoietic diseases, multiple myeloma, neurological defects and auto—immune diseases and disorders.

In addition, I am most comfortable in concluding that it is at least as likely as not that liver cancer, nasal/pharyngeal/oesophageal cancers, leukaemia, malignant melanoma, kidney cancer, testicular cancer, pancreatic cancer, stomach cancer, prostate cancer, colon cancer, brain cancer, psychosocial effects, and gastrointestinal disease are service-- connected.

I have separated the two foregoing subsets subjectively only because there is somewhat more data to support the former than the latter. Nonetheless, immunological and toxicological theory supports both subsets and fully justifies, in my view, the inclusion of both subsets of the foregoing health effects in determining a service--connected injury.

Such a resolution of the embarrassingly prolonged Agent Orange controversy would be on the order of decisions to compensate U.S. soldiers who contracted cancer after exposure to radiation from atomic tests and U.S. soldiers involved, without their knowledge, in LSD experiments. With the scientific basis now available for it to be stated with confidence that it is at least as likely as not that various health effects are related to wartime exposure to Agent Orange, there is the opportunity finally to right a significant national wrong committed against our Vietnam Veterans.

RECOMENDATIONS

1. That the Secretary undertake a prompt re-evaluation of the compensation decision impacting on Vietnam Veterans exposed to Agent Orange in light of accumulating scientific evidence that discredits earlier "findings" of an insufficient linkage between dioxin contaminants in Agent Orange and rare disease, such as cancer illnesses.

2. To the extent that the Secretary deems it necessary to use the Veterans’ Advisory Committee on Environmental Hazards to assist in his re-evaluation, the current members should be dismissed -— having demonstrated a disturbing bias in their review to date of the scientific literature related to Agent Orange and dioxin -- and new members should be appointed in accordance with Section G of the Veterans’ Dioxin and Radiation Exposure Compensation Standards Act, including persons with recognized scientific and medical expertise in fields pertinent to understanding the health effects of exposure to dioxin. 
3. That the Secretary in making his decision regarding Agent Orange compensation for Vietnam Veterans do so on the basis of his independent evaluation of the existing scientific and medical evidence on the health effects of exposure to dioxins, as catalogued and discussed in this Report, and in full recognition that the standard to be applied -- as mandated by both Congress and the courts -- requires the resolution of doubts as to a number of cancers linked to dioxins in favour of the Vietnam Veterans.

TREATMENT OF VIETNAM VETERANS AND FAMILIES BY SUCCESSIVE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENTS

Government is hooked on denying responsibility, and designer victimology, but fails to notice the real victims: in this case the entire Vietnam veteran community and our next generations. I fear that, over time, their tricks will be seen as uncontested fact, because so many politicians and public servants are afraid to search for solutions that are more creative and constructive than the typically narrow minded denials and closed-minded attitudes to a solution to the problems, for fear of having to accept responsibility, or having to admit a mistake.

There are two points we need to make here: 

ONE:

The outcome of the struggle for Vietnam veterans to receive Gold Card medical treatment for the wives and children of veterans with accepted disabilities, will ultimately be decided by people of influence who are in no way fully informed about the problems we veterans face and who seem to think they are doing us a favour by looking at it at all.

TWO: 

Those of us who have to deal with the victims of their inaction and in some cases their downright neglect and obstructionism don't find the governments, or DVA's, lack of understanding or assistance or even their doing their job as laid out in their own charter at all humorous.

Because of successive Australian Governments attitudes we find ourselves arguing that to ignore or stall or ask for more evidence on this issue is cruel in the extreme and amounts to nothing short of neglect. Governments should try being a little more open minded!

Governments' belief is that those rights and protections that we fought for, and that give us voice in a democratic society, are not really to be used against them, and that we should toe the Government line. In many ways the Government and DVA use the democratic process against us instead of looking at things from our point of view and helping instead of hindering us, the former Armed Forces of this nation.

What is this stupid fascination Governments have with delaying and obstructing? We certainly can't understand it. We sometimes joke about how we are in for another long hard battle against the ostentatious windbags. But seriously, it is getting out of hand and Governments seem to have an almost mystical faith in obstructionism!

We Vietnam veterans believe that we must all work together to solve the health problems faced by our families and us. We also believe that Government could do a lot more to help us. 

We must not hold only Government accountable, for The DVA is the Department with the charter to look after the interests of Veterans and they are not always seen to do that. They accept the government line whatever it is without question.

We may very well ask why DVA does not question whether some of Governments solutions are seriously flawed, fail to meet minimal standards, and, on balance, are unfair.
We have a right, an indisputable, inalienable right, to expect the Government and DVA to work with us to solve the problems that were caused by our war service for this nation. There is evidence of cover-ups, obstruction, and denial upon denial of responsibility, even falsification of documents by DVA during the Royal Commission, amongst other underhanded tricks being used against us. All that is needed is a fair-dinkum look at our health needs and acceptance of the more than adequate evidence available all around the world of the damage done by the chemicals that we are saying poisoned us veterans, and emerging evidence that our families are now suffering because of that.

Over the years we Vietnam veterans have been tagged with names we don't deserve, "baby killers, murderers, and wingers", and many others that wont be mentioned here. We have put up with that and continued on in a lawful way to put our case for medical treatment, pensions etc. We have been fighting for these things now for about thirty years so no-one can say we are not in for the long haul, or that we are only stirrers trying to hurt government.

The truth is that Governments have no moral qualities whatsoever if they don't now look at this whole problem from a humanitarian angle and not from the nation’s wallet or by putting us in with social security recipients and treating us as welfare cases. We are not!! We are War Veterans and deserve to be treated with respect by the so-called servants of the people, politicians and bureaucrats alike.



THE RANCH HAND STUDY 

The Ranch Hand study has been used to discount any connection between Agent Orange and health problems in Vietnam veterans and our children. But a six-month investigation by the San Diego Union - Tribune has revealed such glaring flaws in the study that it may be useless.

"The study is named for Operation Ranch hand, a series of Air Force missions that were responsible for spraying 18 million gallons of Agent Orange, an herbicide that was used to defoliate over 3.6 million acres of South Vietnam. The Ranch Hand study has tracked the health of about 1000 veterans who directly participated in the spray missions. This group has been compared with an Air Force group that was not involved in the spraying. Both groups come to San Diego for medical exams every few years.

The study has been a key factor in determining compensation for Vietnam veterans who are suffering from illnesses they believe are connected to Agent Orange.

Reporters for the Union -Tribune conducted interviews with military scientists and reviewed transcripts of meetings, government reports and internal memos that revealed major flaws in the ranch Hand study. Their findings include:

· A report expressing concerns about links to cancer and birth defects was altered to make the risks seem less serious. 

· Two study reports revealing serious birth defects among the children of veterans were withheld for years. 

· The government ignored a National Academy of Sciences recommendation that the study be done by independent scientists outside the military. 

· High-ranking Air Force officers interfered with the study’s data analysis, undermining its integrity. 

· The Air Force stonewalled a U.S. Senator who wanted full disclosure of the data.

Richard Albanese, one of four scientists, who designed the study and was later taken off the project, said that it was manipulated to downplay health problems of Vietnam veterans. "This is a medical crime, basically," Albanese said. "Certainly this is against all medical ethics."

Albanese said the study was tainted because a government agency, the Air Force, was allowed to investigate itself.

In 1984, the Air Force scientists drafted two major Ranch Hand reports. One was withheld and the other was published, but only after its findings were altered.

The report that was withheld showed high rates of birth defects and infant deaths in the children of ranch hand veterans. The original version of the Air Force report said that ranch hand veterans reported significantly more birth defects amongst their children than did other veterans.

After the White House panel’s advisory committee reviewed the report, those details were downplayed or eliminated. The committee recommended omitting the birth defects table; softening the birth defects language and dropping a sentence that said that Agent Orange might have harmed Ranch Hand veterans.

A sentence that said some of the findings "were of concern" was also eliminated. Instead, a line was added saying the overall findings were reassuring.

Other discrepancies were found in the reporting of cancers. A high skin cancer rate in the veterans was attributed to overexposure to the sun and these cancers were not added to the overall rate of cancers.

Although Albanese considered going public with his misgivings about the Ranch Hand study years ago, he decided against it because he didn’t want to jeopardize his career as a government scientist. Because of the flaws in the Ranch Hand Study, Albanese said, "Vietnam veterans have not received the compensation they deserve."

Compiled from a Special Report by Clark Brooks, Staff Writer for The San Diego Union-Tribune. The entire article may be found in the archives of the San Diego Union-Tribune on their web site at www.uniontrib.com .



So this is another example of the lies, deceit and cover-ups that are thrown in our way. What are we to do? Who do we have to turn to for the justice that we deserve?

It can’t be that everyone wants to cover this thing up surely. The original plan was a good one. Defoliate the enemy trails and their hideouts, deny them the cover they needed and destroy the crops that fed them. I don’t think that any of the forces have a problem with that, but since it became obvious that the chemicals were harming friendlies as well as the enemy why not just stop it and treat the friendlies, and that is what we are. We are not the enemy, we are the former armed forces of our respective countries and we expect better treatment than we have had.

THE EVATT ROYAL COMMISSION

The Royal Commission into the Use and Effects of Chemical Agents on Australian Personnel in Vietnam took about two years and cost some 3.8 million dollars.

The Vietnam Veterans Association of Australia was not happy with the report and personally, I do not believe that any thinking person could have been.

The VVAA answered it this way. "Upon issue it immediately became apparent that the report was not the usual sober document which has come to be expected from Royal Commissions particularly when the Commissioner is a member of the judiciary. Even at first glance it is apparent that the report is shallow, expressed in extravagant terms and is in fact unhelpful to Vietnam veterans, Scientists, Lawyers and to others that argue that chemicals did or could have caused illness in Vietnam veterans. The report suggests that chemicals used in Vietnam are harmless; that this good news should be shouted from the rooftops and that a further $40,000.00 of taxpayer’s money should be made available to sell this claim around Australia.

One assumes that the Commissioner and council assisting proposed to move around the countryside shouting the good news from the rooftops.

All of this of course is quite absurd. An enquiry properly carried out and carefully reported needs no selling, it would speak for itself."

The report is full of contradictions, it states that veterans are ill, that we were exposed to chemicals and even makes recommendations for safe use of these chemicals in future (bearing in mind what happened in Vietnam) but says they had no effect on veterans.

So the Commission formed the view that Agent Orange can be harmful to human health (See Vol.2,p.v-19) but accepted that it didn’t harm veterans.

Apart from one epidemiologist in Australia and one in the United States all witnesses called by the commission as its own witnesses were called to prove chemicals harmless. In one instance, Dr. Hay, a world authority on dioxin, was approached in England by Mr. Ellis a junior barrister. When Dr. Hay said that in his view dioxin was a dangerous substance, he was informed that he would not be required.

Ultimately, Dr. Hay was called at the insistence of the VVAA. Meanwhile Mr. Ellis managed to find another witness, Dr. Aldridge, who was of the opinion that chemicals of the type used in Vietnam were fairly harmless.

The transcript also shows that when witnesses were called at the insistence of the VVAA, Senior Counsel assisting the Commission attacked them in cross-examination in an endeavour to break down the evidence given by them. 

Although this approach was singularly lacking in success, it is in marked contrast with his approach to witnesses called by Monsanto.

Those witnesses who were called at the insistence of the VVAA were denigrated whilst witnesses who took the opposite view were said to be "eminent".

The medical and scientific witnesses were handled in such a way that a conclusion was reached that veterans were not and presumably could not have been harmed by chemicals used in Vietnam.

Dr. Shearer gave evidence concerning the effects of 2,4,5 -T and 2,4 - D and other chemicals upon humans. Justice Evatt said at Vol 4 p. V111-290:- (Commissioners report)

"Her training was as a nurse. Her evidence was based on a literature research only. She has no personal experience in any of the relevant chemicals but claimed experience in genetic toxicology. Any experience in pharmacology was restricted to that gained during her nursing training.

Her expertise, by comparison with the toxicologists truly expert in the field is negligible."

From what Justice Evatt says you would think Dr. Shearer has trained as a nurse and is a self styled expert in genetic toxicology.

What Justice Evatt doesn’t say is that after obtaining her primary degree, a B.Sc in Nursing, Dr. Shearer then obtained an M.Sc in Genetics (1966); Ph.d in Genetics (1969) and subsequently was a Post Doctoral Fellow in Pathology, University of Washington, Seattle. 

She has researched carcinogenic by chemicals, virus and radiation; molecular mechanisms of normal genes and effects of gene reputation during development.

She has been head of the Department of Molecular Biology, Research Foundation, Seattle, Washington: Program Director for Cancer Research, Issaquah Health Research Institute.

In addition she has published as author or co-author some 18 publications. She has served on numerous scientific and semi governmental bodies as a scientist.

Dr. Shearer has served and still works as an independent consultant to members in the medical profession in the United States for people poisoned by 2,4 - D.

Yet, Justice Evatt plays down her qualifications to the extent of suggesting that she is no more than a nurse.

Compare Dr. Shearer’s treatment with Dr. Brusick who is described in the report as a "most eminent genetic toxicologist".

His Curriculum Vitae is similar to Dr. Shearer - B.Sc., M.Sc and Ph.D with some postgraduate and teaching experience. However, Dr. Brusick claims to be a vice-president of the Molecular Science Directorate and a Director of Biological Safety Evaluation Division in Litton Bionetics Incorporated. (Sounds very impressive)

In cross-examination by senior counsel from VVAA, it is learned that Litton Bionetics is a private company which is employed by (and these are Dr Brusicks own words) virtually every chemical company in the United States and probably all the major chemical companies in Europe". He is engaged as a witness in litigation for chemical companies and was unable to recall ever giving evidence against a chemical company.

It should have been obvious to the Commissioner and Counsel assisting that if this witness gave evidence unfavourable to chemical companies, his livelihood might well disappear.

The treatment of Dr. Shearer compared with Dr. Brusick is just one instance of the total lack of even-handedness in the treatment of witnesses and which view they supported.

It is incredible that the commission would use its time and funds to bring out a witness who is little more than a chemical company employee, use his evidence and describe the witness as an "eminent scientist".

More confusing still is, as Justice Evatt must have been well aware Dr. Brusick studied under a Professor Marvin Legator. Professor Legator does not work for chemical companies only, he is independent. He is often called as a witness in the United States of America to contradict Dr. Brusick and with a good deal of success it seems. Whilst Professor Legator may not have been able to come to Australia, it is quite astonishing that there is no reference in the report to Justice Evatt or his staff interviewing or attempting to interview the Professor in the United States of America.

Since the Commission called Dr. Brusick, the failure to attempt to hear the contrary evidence is quite astonishing in this type of enquiry.

This is not the only instance of the uneven view of the evidence as described in the report. Dr Sildergeld is the senior scientist and chairperson of the toxic chemical program of the prestigious Environmental Defence Fund. Her qualifications and experience are very impressive. She gave evidence of her expertise and opinions.

A look at the transcript shows that her evidence was not shaken in cross examination despite a carefully researched and toughly prepared attack upon her evidence by the Monsanto representative. The opinion of people who heard her evidence was that she was an extremely impressive witness.

Notwithstanding this, she is described at Vol 4, p. V111-264:-

"…an admitted role as advocate rather than detached scientist, her evasions and lack of frankness, her broad assertions unsupported by authority and her highly coloured exaggerations have been noted by the Commissioner."

A fair reading of the transcripts does not show the things the Commissioner noted.

Dr. Silderberg of course said that the chemicals were harmful.

It is instructive to note the Commissioner’s reference Vol. 4, p V111-264/265. This was evidence in chief led by counsel for the VVAA (Transcript 5573 and sec.). What Dr. Silderberg said was that the scientific work she relied upon said dioxin was a complete carcinogen. She said that the actual words "complete carcinogen" may not have been used; the words used may have been "initiator" and "promoter" which together mean "complete carcinogen". It is for this she is taken to task. It is difficult to believe that the report could be so petty and indeed leads to speculation that the report was published in the belief that no one would read the evidence given and compare it with the report. One can only wonder that Justice Evatt was unable to find any valid ground for criticism and so resorted to a play on words.

The Monsanto submissions suggested this was the way of disposing of her evidence, and the Commissioner was only too ready to adopt Monsanto’s suggestion.

It is surprising that Dr. Brusick is not an advocate but Dr. Silderberg is. It is even more surprising that if she is of the view that chemicals are harmful, she should be decried because she advocates care in dispersal and handling of these chemicals.

The report contains conclusions repeatedly based upon the same type of reasoning (if reason it can be called).

Other scientific witnesses called at the insistence of the VVAA were disposed of in a similar unfair manner. These are but some illustrations of the way the scientific evidence was dealt with to achieve what appears to be the desired result.

The medical and scientific witnesses were handled in such a way that a conclusion was reached that the veterans were not and presumably could not have been harmed by chemicals used in Vietnam.

Only three witnesses called at the Commission had actual experience in dealing with persons (not necessary veterans) exposed to herbicide. The three were Dr. Shearer, Dr. Van Tiggelen and Dr. Orris. Predictably, none were called by the Commission or by Monsanto. Monsanto’s reluctance might well be understood but the Commission apparently did not even try to obtain the services of such a person.

Dr. Shearer has been referred to above. She, it is claimed, only did literature searches, i.e. she reads all the information available on the chemicals. But she did more as previously pointed out - she read out the medical case histories of people who had been exposed and examined by medical practitioners. She had first hand knowledge of symptoms of exposure. Her evidence was rejected.

Dr. Van Tiggelen, a medical practitioner, gave evidence of his experience with chemical exposed persons whom he had examined. His evidence was rejected because it was said he was a general practitioner. What was not said was that Dr. Van Tiggelen’s clinical observations of veterans were for the purpose of treating them, not discovering how they became to be in the state of health he found them. He did observe similarities between them and members of the farming community who had been exposed to chemicals.

His evidence is rejected because he is a general practitioner, because he refers to chemicals not used in Vietnam which cause toxicity and because he did not link specific disabilities with specific chemicals. The Commissioner preferred the opinion of others who had not had the advantage of examining people with symptoms, i.e. witnesses Holmstedt and Aldridge.

Dr. Peter Orris was another witness who works with and who had actual experience with Vietnam veterans. His evidence of actual examination and diagnosis was rejected in favour of other witnesses who gave what was no more than scientific opinions based on experience other than the examination of human beings.

Whilst it may be the Commissions right to reject evidence it is extremely surprising that counsel assisting did not call any physician, neurologist or the like who had dealt with persons exposed to chemicals.

 

Vietnam Veterans' children sick!

 

A Government study reveals deformity, illness, and 700 tragic deaths through accident and suicide.

We Vietnam veterans are angry and we are scared for our children. These numbers confirm what we Vietnam veterans have been saying for over twenty years. Some of them are far worse than anything we could have imagined. The number of children affected is not fully known but the greatly elevated rates of cancer, spina bifida, and many other normally rare diseases are disturbing. The study reveals that the number of Vietnam Veterans children who have died from the combined causes of accident and suicide is 250% higher than for other young Australians.

This is not the first study that has been done, but it is the most thorough, completed by about 85% of all Vietnam veterans it shattered all records for response to a Government survey.

The bottom line is that Vietnam veterans, our spouses and our children suffer from a range of illnesses far greater than the rest of the population:

 

Added to this a very high number of veterans partners have sought treatment for stress related illness, sleep disorders and depression. 

 

What we want from the government is for it to fulfil its promise, and to acknowledge responsibility. We have done our duty for this country; it is time for the government do to theirs. The government should institute health and education programs to treat and prevent illnesses. Then look at assisting disabled children of Vietnam veterans; Paying for treatment, medication, accommodation, building and vehicle modifications, and a lot more.

If any have life long illness or disability then they should be compensated through the payment of a pension. (Compensation)

 

While we Vietnam veterans’ may have been prepared to wait for the wheels of government and the Dept of Veterans’ Affairs to turn as painfully slowly as they have in looking at our illnesses and disabilities, we are not prepared to give the same ground when it comes to the health of our children or of our wives/husbands and partners. WE WANT THEM LOOKED AFTER NOW!

END.

 

 

When I Die I’ll go to Heaven, ‘Cause I’ve served my time in Hell.
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