Stop Press 

 Agent Orange Update No. 3 – 10 Feb 05

The EVSA Agent Orange Project team continues to work daily (and often nightly) on behalf of all Vietnam veterans and their families.

Much of the time, progress is measured in very small advances in the careful and lengthy communications process with the Government and its representatives. Just like when we were in uniform, in between each communication there are large chunks of time when it feels like “hurry up and wait” is the order of the day. The Team’s work on research etc. doesn’t stop while we wait for the latest response.

We are very conscious of the need to keep everyone informed as much as possible. The difficulty is that each little advance is hardly worth reporting in its own right and the cumulative effect of the small advances made, if announced, would not be a realistic indication of progress. 

However, we’ll give it a go. Here is a summary of the current situation:

“At time of writing this, the Prime Minister has acknowledged EVSA’s various communications and is aware that EVSA is proposing a process for shaping the apology and the accompanying actions required to achieve reconciliation and a sense of closure for Vietnam veterans and their families. The Prime Minister is now awaiting input from the relevant ministers before progressing discussions further. EVSA is in contact with those ministers responsible.”

That probably doesn’t sound like much of a result from almost two month’s work since the Government’s Response to the Select Committee was tabled on 14 December. However, our approach is based on thorough research of successful precedents in which other New Zealand communities that have suffered wrongs have had them put right in a fair and practical way with this Government. 

We are aware that many veterans are keen to see a quick settlement. There is no doubt we deserve one, especially given the many years it has taken to get this far. Nevertheless your Project Team and their professional advisers believe that a hasty resolution will result in us achieving a lot less than we would otherwise.

Some of you have complained about reports in the media that EVSA doesn’t support compensation. That is simply not true and such inaccurate reporting is too often the result of less than quality journalism. Others have asked who is this John Dow the “EVSA Spokesman” quoted in the Herald? 

Some of you may remember that a company called Agenda played a major part in the lead up to and successful implementation of Parade ’98. Brian Monks, Paddy Driver and Lindsay Skinner made up the core of the Parade ’98 Committee. They selected John Dow and Agenda and engaged them to help negotiate the local, national and international political support for Parade ’98, including getting a $400,000 contribution from the Government in spite of active interference from politicians and officials. Agenda also planned and managed all the events before, during and after Parade ’98. Since then, Agenda has been engaged to manage various other veterans’ events and commemorations including those for the Boer War, Korean War, Maori Battalion, and the Dave Gallaher Memorial Trophy match etc.

The Herald should NOT have reported John Dow as an “EVSA spokesman”. He has been engaged by EVSA to advise our project team on various issues and was speaking to the Herald in that capacity, telling them who to speak to in the EVSA Project Team for comment. Instead of contacting one of us, the journalist, attempting to correct his earlier article attributed 'comments' to "John Dow, EVSA Spokesman". John Dow did not say anything about compensation not being required. John Dow did not represent himself as an EVSA spokesman. In their headlong rush to the next story, the media are sometimes unaware of important nuances and often oblivious to the damage they can cause. 

In fact, we have found John Dow’s advice and the research done by his people to be of a very professional standard and having the added benefits of being objective, unemotional and based on considerable experience in dealing with wily politicians and government officials. Understandably, veterans may not want an "outsider" speaking for them. That was never the intention. But I cannot overstate how valuable it has been and will continue to be having someone like John and Agenda on the team and on our side. He has got us into places we would not have got into easily on our own. Politicians and officials alike are in the first instance much more prepared to speak to someone they see as being one step removed from the "problem". John is skilled in bringing the parties together and cutting through some of the red tape etc.

So I hope that clears up some of the concerns that people have about what we are up to. I can assure you we are doing our best to achieve a fair and sustainable outcome for the Vietnam veteran community.

Regards,

Bas Nissen
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