Agent Orange Update No. 4 – 17 February 2005

First Two Objectives Achieved

The timing of publishing this issue of EVSA Magazine has been delayed slightly to enable us to include a further Agent Orange Update.

The EVSA Agent Orange Project Team comprising Rod Baldwin [EVSA Vice President and Chair of our Welfare (Pensions) Committee], Chris Mullane [Chair of our Communications Committee and Agent Orange Project Team Leader] and myself as EVSA President, together with John Dow, Brian Monks and the Agenda team and with the active support of John Campbell, National President RNZRSA have succeeded in achieving the first two objectives in our strategy for negotiating a fair and sustainable outcome to the Agent Orange issue.

Objective 1. To have EVSA recognised by the Government as the properly constituted body directly representing the interests of the Vietnam Veteran community. 
The RNZRSA has actively supported EVSA in this role and this has been accepted by Government.

Objective 2. To gain the Government’s agreement to the formation of a Joint Working Group to establish and guide a process for resolving the Agent Orange issue to the satisfaction of the parties affected. 
The Agent Orange Joint Working Group (AOJWG) has been formed and will comprise representatives from EVSA, RNZRSA and a senior advisor from each of the Offices of the Ministers of Defence and Veterans Affairs. 

We are aware that some veterans who are not members of either EVSA or the RNZRSA see Objective 1 as contentious. It is a reality that governments need a formed representative body to deal with. With some 1800 members, EVSA has undertaken this role. Be assured that we are very conscious of other folk and we acknowledge that there is bound to be a variety of views, some of which we may as yet not be aware of specifically. This is the reason for Objective 2.
 

At this stage, it is the intention of the EVSA Project Team to ensure the AOJWG establishes an inclusive/consultative process that provides every member of the Vietnam veteran community with an opportunity to have direct input to an ‘apology and reconciliation process’ that will achieve a fair and practical outcome for Vietnam veterans and their families. The process we are proposing has several precedents in recent years of successfully arriving at a workable apology and reconciliation package acceptable to the participants and honoured by the current Government. Before any ‘negotiation’ of the final ‘package’ can proceed, we must agree a process that will accomplish reconciliation and satisfactory closure. Otherwise we are back into an old-fashioned "workers versus bosses" style Mexican standoff, much like where we have been for the last 30 plus years.

The role of the AOJWG is to establish and guide the process so that all who wish to have input have the opportunity to be listened to and to be heard in a free and frank environment. That input will determine the final outcome.  The AOJWG starts its planning next Thursday in Wellington. Before too much longer I hope we will be in a position to publicise its objectives and how the process of consultation will take place so veterans can prepare for their participation. We will certainly be emphasising the need to publicise these opportunities by every means possible so people are well informed in time to participate to the extent they want.

The publication of the Open Letter to the Prime Minister demonstrated very strongly to Government and the public that the Agent Orange issue is far from resolved in the way the December Response of the Minister of Veterans Affairs attempted to claim. Your Project Team members did not add their signatures to the Letter as at the time we were engaged in good faith negotiations with the Government. However, EVSA has taken particular note of the points raised in the Letter and we support the Letter’s sentiments. Be assured that the Letter was influential in achieving the outcomes I am reporting here. 

Again, I encourage you to help the Agent Orange Project by completing the Register,

by getting veterans to join EVSA and by contributing to the Fighting Fund.

We’ll keep you posted as things progress.

Bas Nissen
