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FRUSTRATED Vietnam veterans are deeply suspicious of the Government process that is under way to address their health issues and say legal action could still be an option.

Taranaki veterans met over the weekend to discuss how to approach the joint working group which was set up last year after the Government acknowledged soldiers were exposed to toxic chemicals, including Agent Orange, during the Vietnam War.

The working party is asking for submissions from Vietnam veterans and their families. Once those submissions are considered, the party will report back to the Government early next year with a recommended package of measures to address the health and wellbeing concerns of the veterans.

New Plymouth lawyer and Vietnam veteran Barry Henderson said vets felt suspicious because they would have no control over what might be recommended to the Government or whether the Government would take any notice of the recommendations.

He said many of the veterans had questioned if there was any point in making a submission.

"But the mood now is that this is probably the last chance we have and it's preferable to go through the process," said Mr Henderson, who is spokesman for a local veteran group.

"However, if the Government package to the veterans and their families is not acceptable, then litigation has certainly not been ruled out."

At a meeting at the New Plymouth RSA on Sunday, about 30 people discussed what their submissions would include and what they wanted to present to members of the working party who are likely to visit later this month.

"The consensus was an apology is the most important. An apology is an admission of guilt."

Other issues the group considered important were compensation, refunding money veterans have spent on health, the disestablishment of veterans' affairs, recognition of veterans who have already died and their families, and a rejection of any medal recognition.

"It was a very emotional meeting with people giving their stories . . . some of the tragedies and personal anguish."

Mr Henderson said the main thing that struck him was that the veterans were more concerned with their families and the potential innocent victims of future generations through exposure to Agent Orange.

Of the original 3500 New Zealand Vietnam veterans more than 800 have died.

War veterans and their families have until the end of the week to register if they want to make a submission. Members of the joint working group will then travel to centres around New Zealand to hear submissions. While the locations and times of meetings had not been finalised, New Plymouth is likely to among those centres.

Written submissions can also be made to the group until the December 9 deadline.

Joint working group chairman Michael Wintringham said about 450 vets and family members had already registered their interest.

The working group is made up of representatives of the RSA, the ex-Vietnam Services Association and government officials.
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