Agent Orange Update 12 July 2005

Background

Readers may recall that in previous EVSA updates and briefings we described a four-stage process for achieving a fair and sustainable resolution of the issues relating to Agent Orange for New Zealand Vietnam veterans and their families. In outline the stages were:

· Stage 1. A Consultation Process getting direct input from veterans and their families for how the Agent Orange saga can be put right in a fair and sustainable way.

· Stage 2. A Reconciliation Package developed from the Consultation input. (It is anticipated the Package will be likely to include some immediate remedies and other remedies that will require more detailed development prior to implementation.)

· Stage 3. The formal, public offering and acceptance of an Apology and announcement of the Reconciliation Package.
· Stage 4. Implementation of the immediate remedies and work on the longer-term remedies within specified timelines. (It is anticipated that development of the longer-term remedies will involve people with hands-on experience and expertise in the particular issues, including those in the veteran community who have been active in the various aspects of health, welfare and pensions associated with Agent Orange.)
Progress Report

The announcements made this week by the Prime Minister and Minister of Defence represent a public commitment by the Government to implement the Process proposed by EVSA and supported by the RNZR&SA. Unfortunately, incorrect media reports and speculation have misrepresented what the Government has approved. It is NOT a “compensation commission”. It is NOT a  “yet another inquiry”.

As consistently briefed by EVSA & RNZ&RSA it is a series of meetings throughout the country at which members of the Vietnam veteran community will have the opportunity to tell the Government what veterans believe should be done to provide a fair and sustainable resolution of the various issues associated with Agent Orange. In effect it is a forward-looking process, which is based on acceptance of the findings of the Health Select Committee that New Zealanders serving in Vietnam were exposed to Agent Orange and other toxic chemicals and that this has adversely affected their health and the health of their family members.

As a process for seeking veterans recommendations for what steps will put right the Agent Orange saga, it will take into account the recommendations of the Health Select Committee Report and proposals previously put forward in submissions made by veterans through various other channels. In addition, the AOJWG is seeking direct input from veterans and family members to help shape a Government Apology and Reconciliation Package. It is proposed that input can be made in any or all of the following ways:

· By participating in one of the Consultation Meetings that will be widely advertised throughout the veteran community

· By completing a questionnaire that will be mailed out

· On-line by accessing a web site that will be established expressly for the purpose

Independent Chair

Mr Michael Wintringham has now been appointed Chair of the AOJWG. He will also chair the series of Consultation Meetings. As Chair of the AOJWG he will lead the process of shaping an Apology and Reconciliation Package for Government approval. As a former State Services Commissioner, Mr Wintringham has a depth of understanding of government departmental operations that will be essential to the success of this process as support for veterans currently involves a number of different government departments. Also, Mr Wintringham has an appreciation of the contribution military service makes to the nation. His grandfather served on Gallipoli and his father served in WWII and was a member of the RNZRSA.

Further Information

The AOJWG will now finalise plans for the Consultation Process and will then communicate with members of the veteran community to advise arrangements for the Consultation Meetings and details of the other ways veterans can provide input. We strongly recommend that all in the Vietnam veteran community take this opportunity to participate in shaping a practical way forward that will ensure all affected receive the care and support they need in a timely and effective way.

Regards,

Chris Mullane

