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Abstract 

National Archives Center II currently preserves a large body of records created in the 
course of the activities of agencies of the Government of the Republic of Vietnam between 
1954 and 1975. Among these holdings are files and records related to the wartime use of 
chemical defoliants, damage to crops and agricultural production, environmental and 
health concerns, compensation activities, and processes of scientific research and ex-
change concerning the effects of these chemicals. Based on a survey of finding aids and 
selected representative fonds at the Center, this article preliminarily identifies, intro-
duces, and systematizes groups of records related to this topic, while placing them within 
the broader context of the Republic of Vietnam-era holdings preserved at National Ar-
chives Center II. The article also examines the accessibility and use of these sources 
through the reading room, electronic finding aids, and digitized archival records. Identi-
fying these sources adds a layer of evidence created in South Vietnam during the war itself 
and provides a further basis for research on the use of chemical defoliants and their rec-
orded effects on crops, agricultural production, the environment, and social life during 
the Vietnam War. 

Keywords: archival records; Republic of Vietnam; chemical defoliants; Vietnam War; 
consequences of war; National Archives Center II. 
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I. Overview of National Archives Center II 

National Archives Center II is a public service unit under the State Records and Ar-
chives Department of Vietnam and is headquartered in Ho Chi Minh City. The Center is 
responsible for directly managing and carrying out archival activities for records within 
its jurisdiction in southern Vietnam (National Archives Center II, n.d.). According to the 
Guide to Fonds and Archival Collections Preserved at National Archives Center II, the 
Center holds more than 14,000 linear meters of records created across different historical 
periods. Its holdings are diverse and include Han-Nom land registers of southern Vietnam 
from 1819 to 1918; records from the French colonial period in Cochinchina; records of 
agencies and organizations operating in southern Vietnam from 1946 to 1954; records 
from the Republic of Vietnam period, 1954–1975; records of the Provisional Revolution-
ary Government of the Republic of South Vietnam and revolutionary organizations before 
1975; and records of central agencies and organizations of the Socialist Republic of Vi-
etnam operating in southern Vietnam (National Archives Center II, 2016). 

Among the bodies of records preserved at the Center, those created in the course of the 
activities of agencies of the Government of the Republic of Vietnam during 1954–1975 are 
substantial in volume and diverse in type and content. They document many aspects of 
political, military, economic, social, and governmental life in South Vietnam during the 
war (National Archives Center II, 2016). These holdings are particularly significant for 
this article because some files were created during the period when chemical defoliants 
were used and document issues related to their use, effects, and study. 

II. Republic of Vietnam-Era Records (1954–1975) 

National Archives Center II currently preserves nearly 100 archival fonds comprising 
approximately 8,000 linear meters of records created in the course of the activities of 
agencies of the Government of the Republic of Vietnam during 1954–1975. These holdings 
are diverse in form, including administrative records, scientific and technical records, and 
audiovisual records. Their content covers many aspects of political, military, security, dip-
lomatic, economic, financial, cultural, social, health, and educational life in South Vi-
etnam during the war (National Archives Center II, 2016). 

2.1. Administrative Records 

Administrative records constitute the largest proportion of the Republic of Vietnam-
era holdings. The fonds were created by numerous central and specialized agencies, in-
cluding the Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam, the Office of the Pres-
ident of the First Republic, the Office of the President of the Second Republic, the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID), the Security and Development 
Council, the Ministry of Health, the Directorate of Fisheries, the Directorate of Agricul-
ture, and other agencies (National Archives Center II, 2016). 
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The Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam Fonds comprises more 
than 1,000 linear meters of records created during 1954–1975. The records are primarily 
in Vietnamese, with additional materials in English, French, and several other languages. 
They document government activities across such fields as internal affairs, military af-
fairs, security, politics, justice, foreign relations, economics, finance, and culture and so-
ciety. Of particular relevance, the records concerning the economy and natural-resource 
management include files on aid, resource exploitation, irrigation, forest clearance and 
land improvement, the development of resettlement areas and plantations, cultivation, 
and livestock production. The Office of the President of the First Republic Fonds, created 
during 1955–1963, comprises approximately 460 linear meters of records. Its contents 
provide relatively comprehensive documentation of government activities in administra-
tive, military, security, political, economic, and social fields. The files include reports, 
memoranda, maps, bulletins, and documents from various ministries, agencies, and local 
authorities in South Vietnam (National Archives Center II, 2016). 

Other fonds document transitional periods and changing structures of political author-
ity during the war, including the Revolutionary Military Council Fonds (1963–1965), the 
National Leadership Committee Fonds (1965–1967), and the Office of the President of the 
Second Republic Fonds (1967–1975). These fonds contain records on governmental or-
ganization, military and security conditions, the activities of state agencies, relations with 
the United States and other countries, and a range of economic and social issues in South 
Vietnam (National Archives Center II, 2016). 

The diversity of creating agencies and subjects documented enables these administra-
tive records to provide multiple perspectives on the activities of the Government of the 
Republic of Vietnam during the war. They are also the most important group of records 
for this article, because files related to the use of chemical defoliants and their effects have 
been identified primarily within these administrative fonds. 

2.2. Scientific and Technical Records 

In addition to administrative records, National Archives Center II preserves a substan-
tial body of scientific and technical records, consisting mainly of map collections created 
between 1862 and 1975. The Center holds 23,296 maps, of which 17,244 date from the 
Republic of Vietnam period. These include administrative and military maps, road and 
waterway transportation maps, agricultural and fisheries maps, and records relating to 
construction, bridges, and roads. For research on war and the environment, these maps 
may provide spatial references concerning place names, land use, transportation, and ag-
ricultural activities during the same period. However, the specific potential of these maps 
for comparison with records on chemical defoliation activities requires further investiga-
tion at the level of individual maps and files (National Archives Center II, 2016). 
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2.3. Audiovisual Records 

The audiovisual holdings at National Archives Center II include photographs, audio 
recordings, video recordings, phonograph records, and some microfilm created before 
1975. Their content primarily documents activities of the Government of the Republic of 
Vietnam, including inspection tours and other activities of senior officials. The Center cur-
rently preserves collections of microfilm, audio recordings, video, photographs, and pho-
nograph records from different periods. Although administrative records remain the 
primary sources for this study, the presence of maps, photographs, and other audiovisual 
materials points to opportunities to extend research through supplementary sources. 
Combining different record types may help place administrative files within more specific 
spatial and historical contexts (National Archives Center II, 2016). 

III. Archival Records on the Use of Chemical Defoliants and          
Their Impacts during the Vietnam War 

Based on a survey of finding aids and selected representative files at National Archives 
Center II, the authors found that the number of files with content directly related to the 
use of chemical defoliants is not large in comparison with the Center's overall Republic of 
Vietnam-era holdings. Nevertheless, the identified files are significant because most were 
created during the war itself and document the use of defoliants, recorded effects on crops 
and agricultural production, concerns about the environment and people, the assessment 
of damage and provision of assistance, and processes of scientific research and exchange 
concerning the effects of these chemicals. Because they were created during or close to the 
events they document, these records provide evidence of how agencies, organizations, and 
individuals in South Vietnam recorded and addressed these issues in their contemporary 
context. 

Based on their content and context of creation, the records can be provisionally divided 
into four main groups: 

3.1. Records on Chemical Defoliation Operations and Early Observations 
of Their Effects 

One group of records documents the organization and monitoring of, and proposals 
for, chemical defoliation activities during the early years of the war. Of particular note is 
a submission memorandum dated January 24, 1962, reporting on an inspection con-
ducted on January 22 concerning the effects of chemicals on vegetation along Route 15 
and adjacent areas. The document states that a team from the General Staff, with the par-
ticipation of personnel from Committee 202, directly inspected areas that had been 
sprayed. At the designated spray targets, many trees had turned dark yellow or dried out; 
in nearby areas, certain fruit trees, climbing plants, and crops were also recorded as af-
fected (National Archives Center II, Office of the President of the First Republic Fonds, 
File 8111; see Appendix, Figure 1). These observations date from the early phase of the 
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military herbicide program in South Vietnam, a program that previous studies have re-
constructed using U.S. military records and data (Stellman et al., 2003; Young, 2009). 

The document records not only the effects on vegetation but also the responses of local 
residents and the government to the resulting damage. The report refers to a compensation 
claim by a rubber plantation owner and proposes assistance for several families living along 
Route 15 whose gardens had been damaged (National Archives Center II, Office of the Pres-
ident of the First Republic Fonds, File 8111). This indicates that, even at an early stage, the 
use of chemical defoliants was viewed not only as an operational activity but also as an ac-
tivity that raised issues concerning effects beyond the target area and responses to damage 
experienced by local residents. In addition, the Center's file list identifies File 7583 in the 
Office of the President of the First Republic Fonds, which concerns a 1962 request by Binh 
Tuy Province to conduct chemical defoliation and deploy additional forces to maintain se-
curity in the province. This source suggests scope for further research into how chemical 
defoliation was proposed, approved, and organized at the local level; however, the specific 
contents of the file require direct examination before more detailed conclusions can be 
drawn (National Archives Center II, Office of the President of the First Republic Fonds, File 
7583). 

3.2. Records on Damage to Crops and Agricultural Production and on 
Compensation 

A second group of sources contains relatively clear information on damage to crops and 
agricultural production. In a file concerning rubber plantations, a French-language docu-
ment reports that rubber leaves turned yellow and gradually fell after the plantation area 
was sprayed with chemical defoliants from the air. The document states that production 
in parts of the plantation was affected and expresses concern about further damage if 
chemical spraying continued (National Archives Center II, Office of the Prime Minister of 
the Republic of Vietnam Fonds, File 23305; see Appendix, Figure 2). 

Other records in this group show that damage was not limited to rubber trees. A file on 
the use and effects of chemical defoliants during 1967–1971 addresses their effects on rub-
ber, crops, and fruit trees. The records describe 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T, their effects on plant 
growth, and cases of defoliation, stem desiccation, and reduced tapping potential in heav-
ily affected rubber trees (National Archives Center II, Office of the Prime Minister of the 
Republic of Vietnam Fonds, File 25488). 

Notably, the same file contains a document marked "Secret" and "Urgent" that refers 
to sodium cacodylate and dimethylarsinic acid (cacodylic acid), together with 2,4-D and 
2,4,5-T. Sodium cacodylate and cacodylic acid are organic arsenic compounds associated 
with Agent Blue (Young, 2009). The archival document also recommends restricting or 
suspending certain defoliants because of concerns about possible adverse effects on peo-
ple, livestock, soil, and crops in adjacent areas (National Archives Center II, Office of the 
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Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam Fonds, File 25488; see Appendix, Figures 3a–
3b) 

In addition to the files directly examined, the existing file list identifies records con-
cerning compensation for property owners whose crops were damaged by chemical defo-
liants and records concerning assistance to residents affected by defoliation activities. The 
existence of these files indicates that the effects of chemical defoliants had become an ad-
ministrative and economic matter requiring consideration by contemporary authorities, 
rather than solely a military or technical matter (National Archives Center II, Office of the 
Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam Fonds, File 16826; Security and Development 
Council Fonds, File 303). 

3.3. Records on Dioxin, the Environment, and Fisheries 

Beyond damage to crops and agricultural production, some files also document con-
cerns about environmental contamination and food safety. A notable example is a 1973 
file containing information on dioxin in fish and shrimp in Vietnam. One document in the 
file refers to research by Matthew Meselson and Robert Baughman of Harvard University 
on the detection and quantification of dioxin in fish and shrimp samples from the Dong 
Nai River basin and links the issue to Agent Orange (National Archives Center II, Office 
of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam Fonds, File 27092). Baughman and Me-
selson's (1973) publication, which describes a method for detecting TCDD and reports 
their analysis of samples from Vietnam, provides an important scientific source against 
which the information recorded in the file can be compared. 

The issue quickly extended beyond science to administration and trade. The records doc-
ument concern about possible effects on Vietnam's seafood exports, testing of certain ship-
ments by Japanese authorities, and a request to collect additional fish and shrimp samples 
in Vietnam for analysis at Harvard University (National Archives Center II, Office of the 
Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam Fonds, File 27092; see Appendix, Figure 4).  

The value of this file does not lie in independently confirming the level of dioxin con-
tamination. More importantly, it shows how an emerging scientific finding was received 
within the administrative system and translated into matters requiring further examina-
tion and action. It also illustrates how records at National Archives Center II can be used 
to study the process through which an environmental risk was recognized and elicited an 
administrative response during the war. 

3.4. Records on Scientific Research and International Exchange 

The fourth group of records documents scientific research and international exchange 
concerning the effects of chemical defoliants. Several files show that Vietnamese scientists 
participated directly in scientific discussions and assessments held in the United States. 
In May 1973, the International Affairs Directorate submitted a proposal concerning Pro-
fessors Le Van Thoi and Pham Hoang Ho’s participation in a meeting of the Committee 
on the Effects of Herbicides in Vietnam in Washington, D.C., held on June 9–11, 1973. 
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Records in the same file indicate that the two scientists subsequently participated in an-
other Committee meeting in Washington on July 11–13, 1973 (National Archives Center 
II, International Affairs Directorate Fonds, File 2255; see Appendix, Figures 5a–5b). 
These activities took place within the broader National Academy of Sciences program to 
study the effects of herbicides in South Vietnam, the principal findings of which were syn-
thesized in a 1974 report (National Research Council, 1974). 

In his report dated July 23, 1973, Pham Hoang Ho noted that the Committee had re-
viewed most of an approximately 200-page synthesis report, building on work considered 
at the June meeting, while some issues concerning forest and ecological damage remained 
contested. The report also recorded preliminary information provided by Matthew Me-
selson concerning the quantification of dioxin in fish caught at Tan Uyen in 1973, while 
analysis of shrimp samples was still underway. Comparison of these points with Baugh-
man and Meselson’s (1973) publication and the National Research Council’s (1974) report 
demonstrates the potential to connect archival sources in Vietnam with contemporary sci-
entific sources in the United States (see Appendix, Figures 5a–5b). 

The file list at National Archives Center II also identifies a relatively continuous se-
quence of activities from 1971 to 1973, including a workshop of the committee studying 
the effects of herbicides in Vietnam in Puerto Rico, conferences on the effects of herbicides 
on plants, committee meetings in the United States, and files concerning the participation 
of Le Van Thoi and Pham Hoang Ho. Within the scope of this article, these files are treated 
only as a group of sources; fully reconstructing the network of scientists, the circulation 
of research findings, and the relationships between Vietnamese and U.S. sources will re-
quire further investigation (National Archives Center II, International Affairs Directorate 
Fonds, Files 1705, 1941, 1943, and 2255; Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of 
Vietnam Fonds, Files 8153 and 31161). 

Overall, the files surveyed reveal a sequence of issues extending from spraying opera-
tions and damage to crops and agricultural production to compensation, environmental 
and dioxin concerns, and scientific research and international exchange. Although the 
number of specialized files identified to date is not large, their contemporaneous nature, 
contexts of creation, and diversity of record-creating actors make them particularly valu-
able for reconstructing how the issue was recorded and addressed during the war. 

IV. Accessibility and Use of the Archival Sources 

As a state historical archive, National Archives Center II serves users through its read-
ing room, electronic finding aids, and forms of digital access. Under current regulations, 
archival records in historical archives may be used in three principal ways: on-site con-
sultation in the reading room, online use, and the provision of archival copies (Ministry 
of Home Affairs, 2025). 
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4.1. On-Site Use in the Reading Room 

The reading room remains an important means for researchers to access records at 
National Archives Center II. Between 2015 and 2025, the Center recorded 27,680 reader 
visits, made 94,530 archival units available for use, and produced 433,585 pages of copies. 
During the same period, the Center's holdings were used for hundreds of dissertations and 
theses and for numerous research and publication projects on Vietnamese history (Na-
tional Archives Center II, 2025). For the topic examined in this article, on-site research is 
particularly important because many files related to chemical defoliants cannot be fully 
identified from file titles alone. A file may contain multiple types of documents created by 
different agencies, while content concerning chemical use, impacts on people, crop dam-
age, compensation, or scientific research may appear only in particular documents. Direct 
examination of files therefore helps researchers identify not only their contents but also 
their contexts of creation, the circulation of documents, approval annotations, and rela-
tionships among the agencies involved in addressing the issue. 

4.2. Digitization and Online Search 

Alongside traditional forms of access, National Archives Center II has gradually intro-
duced technology into the search for and provision of archival records. File-level descrip-
tive data have been incorporated into a search system; users can search by keyword and, 
for digitized records, consult digital copies through the Center's service system. This has 
expanded the ways in which records can be searched and used at the Center (National 
Archives Center II, 2016). More broadly, digitized records and descriptive information are 
gradually being integrated into the National Archival Data Portal, which supports 
searches by keyword, fonds, file list, and holding institution (State Records and Archives 
Department of Vietnam, n.d.). Under Circular No. 06/2025/TT-BNV, historical archives 
issue accounts to users for online access to archival records; where records have been dig-
itized, users may consult digital copies (Ministry of Home Affairs, 2025). 

For the topic of this article, however, discoverability still depends substantially on how 
records are described. The language used in Republic of Vietnam-era files does not always 
correspond to terminology commonly used today. Records may be described using terms 
such as "defoliant/thuốc khai quang," "chemical defoliant/hóa chất khai quang," "effects 
of defoliants/ảnh hưởng chất khai quang," "crop damage/thiệt hại hoa màu," "rub-
ber/cao su," "dioxin" (written as "dioxine" in some files), or "fish and shrimp/cá tôm," as 
well as by the names of relevant agencies, committees, and scientists, rather than by cur-
rent terms such as "Agent Orange" or the Vietnamese term "chất độc da cam." Expanding 
the range of search terms and understanding the historical context of the creating agency 
are therefore important for discovering relevant sources. 
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4.3. Access Conditions for Selected Records 

The identification of a file in a finding aid does not mean that it can always be used 
without restriction. The 2024 Law on Archives, Decree No. 113/2025/NĐ-CP, and Circu-
lar No. 06/2025/TT-BNV constitute the current legal framework for archival manage-
ment and use. The 2024 Law on Archives took effect on July 1, 2025, while Circular No. 
06/2025/TT-BNV specifies forms and procedures for the use of records in historical ar-
chives. Notably, Decision No. 523/QĐ-BNV, issued by the Ministry of Home Affairs on 
May 13, 2026, approved a list of archival records subject to conditional access in selected 
fonds held at the National Archives Centers. Access to a particular file must therefore be 
determined according to its legal status and the regulations applicable to the relevant 
fonds and file at the time of research. Some documents examined in this study also bear 
markings such as "Secret" or "Urgent" from the time of their creation. These markings 
reflect the management regime and processing priority of the documents in their contem-
porary context, but they should not automatically be equated with current access re-
strictions. Present-day use must be determined under current law and the access regime 
of the archival institution (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2024; Government of Vietnam, 
2025; Ministry of Home Affairs, 2025, 2026). 

4.4. Research Use of the Records 

For the files introduced in Section III, research use depends not only on whether rec-
ords can be read or copied but also on how they are interpreted and used as sources. Many 
of the records were created to support administrative, military, economic, or scientific ex-
change activities at particular points in time. Accordingly, statements, figures, or research 
findings contained in the files must be interpreted within their contexts of creation and, 
where possible, compared with independent sources; this is a basic requirement of histor-
ical source criticism (Howell & Prevenier, 2001). This is particularly important for records 
concerning crop damage, dioxin in fisheries, or scientific assessments under discussion 
during the war. For example, an administrative document recording information about 
dioxin in fish and shrimp is evidence that such scientific information was received and 
processed within the administrative system at a particular time; the document itself does 
not replace the original chemical analysis results. Likewise, a report on damage to rubber 
or crops provides evidence of how such damage was recorded and represented, but the 
scale of the impact must be verified against other sources if it is to be used for quantitative 
analysis or causal assessment. 

In this article, access is therefore understood more broadly than simply being able to 
"open a file". It includes the ability to discover records, determine conditions of access, un-
derstand their contexts of creation, and use them in a verifiable manner. This understanding 
is consistent with the International Council on Archives' position that access to archives de-
pends both on legal authorization and on the existence of finding aids (International Coun-
cil on Archives, 2012). These conditions are also necessary if records at National Archives 
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Center II are to be effectively connected with military records, spraying data, and scientific 
findings preserved or published in the United States and other countries. 

V. Discussion 

The survey at National Archives Center II raises, first, the question of how the value of 
archival sources should be assessed. For this group of records, the number of specialized 
files is not the sole criterion of research value. More significant is the fact that many of 
these records were created during the war itself by administrative, military, economic, and 
scientific agencies involved in documenting, addressing, or studying the issue. They there-
fore provide a layer of contemporaneous evidence concerning how chemical defoliation 
activities and their related effects were recognized, described, and addressed within spe-
cific historical contexts. 

A second issue concerns the relationship between sources created in South Vietnam 
and U.S. records and data. Many international studies have based their analyses on U.S. 
military records and spraying data (Stellman et al., 2003; Young, 2009). The records at 
National Archives Center II should not be used merely to confirm or refute those source 
systems. Each body of records was created by different actors, for different purposes, and 
within different contexts. Military records may document operational activities, whereas 
administrative reports, complaints, compensation files, or scientific reports in Vietnam 
may document locally observed effects and the responses of relevant agencies. When these 
sources are placed alongside one another, their research value lies in identifying similari-
ties, differences, and gaps across evidentiary systems, thereby enabling the issue to be 
reconstructed from multiple perspectives. 

This raises an important methodological question: how can sources created within dif-
ferent archival systems be connected while preserving their context and provenance? The 
files surveyed show that the same issue may be documented through different types of 
records, including field-survey reports, administrative correspondence, files on crop dam-
age and compensation, scientific records, and exchanges with foreign researchers. Creat-
ing points of connection based on time, place, creating agency, personal names, type of 
chemical, and event-related content may support comparison across sources. However, 
each extracted data point must retain its connection to the original file and its context of 
creation, thereby avoiding the transformation of archival records into isolated data de-
tached from their provenance (Howell & Prevenier, 2001). 

A direct implication of the survey is that source discovery depends not only on the de-
gree of digitization but also on descriptive language and knowledge of the context of cre-
ation. Within this corpus, terms such as "defoliant," "chemical defoliant," "crop damage," 
"rubber," "dioxin," or the names of committees and scientists may lead researchers to files 
that would be difficult to identify through searches using only "Agent Orange" or the Vi-
etnamese term "chất độc da cam." Improving accessibility is therefore not simply a matter 
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of digitization; it also depends on the quality of archival description, finding aids, and re-
searchers' contextual knowledge. 

More broadly, the records at National Archives Center II suggest opportunities for in-
terdisciplinary and international collaboration among researchers in archival studies, his-
tory, the history of science, environmental science, and agriculture. Several files show that 
scientific exchanges between Vietnamese and U.S. scientists took place during the war. 
Further identification of sources in Vietnam and their comparison with military records, 
scientific literature, and archival collections in the United States may provide a basis for 
collaborative research on the environmental, agricultural, economic, and social impacts 
of wartime chemical defoliation. In this sense, the records at National Archives Center II 
not only add evidence to existing research on these issues but may also generate new ques-
tions about how the impacts of war were understood, addressed, and investigated. 

VI. Conclusion 

The survey shows that National Archives Center II preserves a body of records that is 
limited in quantity but significant for research on the use of chemical defoliants and their 
impacts during the Vietnam War. Created primarily during the war, these files document 
defoliation activities, damage to crops and agricultural production, administrative re-
sponses and compensation, and processes of scientific research and exchange concerning 
the effects of chemical defoliants. Improving the discoverability and accessibility of these 
sources, and comparing them with international records and datasets, may broaden the 
evidentiary base and generate interdisciplinary research on the environmental, economic, 
and social impacts of war. 
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Appendix 

 Scientific statements, interpretations, numerical values, and units are reproduced as 
recorded in the archival documents and should not be understood as independently veri-
fied findings of the authors. The archival materials reproduced in this appendix are drawn 
from records preserved at National Archives Center II and are included to illustrate the 
documentary evidence discussed in the article. The records are available for research and 
publication in accordance with the Center’s access and use procedures. Where applicable, 
the reproduced images include digitally signed archival copies. To improve readability for 
international readers, each figure is accompanied by an English translation or abridged 
translation. The translations preserve the evidential content, terminology, structure, and 
context of the original records, while repetitive administrative wording may be omitted 
where it does not affect interpretation. Certain expressions, institutional titles, security 
markings, and political or administrative terminology reflect the language and historical 
context of the period in which the records were created. Where retained in translation, 
they are presented as features of the original sources and do not necessarily represent the 
terminology adopted by the authors. 
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Figure 1. Submission memorandum dated January 24, 1962, reporting on the ef-
fects of chemicals on vegetation along Route 15. 
Source: National Archives Center II, Office of the President of the First Republic Fonds, File 8111. 
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English translation (Figure 1): 

REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 

MINISTRY OF NATIONAL DEFENSE 

GENERAL STAFF 

THIRD BUREAU – COMMITTEE 202 

No. 157/TTM/P3/UB202 

KBC 4002, January 24, 1962 

SUBMISSION MEMORANDUM 

Subject: Effects of chemicals on vegetation along Route 15   

Reference: Submission No. 139/TTM/P3/UB202 dated January 22, 1962   

Respectfully submitted for the Minister’s consideration: 

On January 22, 1962, the General Staff dispatched the officer in charge of Committee 202, the 
Chief of the Fifth Bureau of the General Staff, and several members of Committee 202 to investigate 
the effects of chemicals on the designated targets that had been sprayed along Route 15 and in the 
surrounding areas. 

At the sprayed target areas, the leaves of the vegetation, most of it consisting of indigo shrubs, 
had largely turned dark yellow. The leaves of several taller trees had dried and blackened, while 
some tall trees remained green and healthy. 

In examining areas surrounding the sprayed targets, at distances of approximately 1,000 to 
4,000 metres, the delegation observed effects on food crops and fruit-bearing plants, particularly 
plants containing substantial sap or moisture and climbing plants. Watermelons, grapes, papayas, 
bananas, jackfruit, mint, and similar plants had suffered scorched leaves, wilting, or death. By con-
trast, wild grasses and naturally growing vegetation remained green and appeared normal. 

During discreet inquiries among residents living near the target areas, the delegation was in-
formed that, while aircraft were carrying out the spraying, residents noticed a burning smell re-
sembling sulphur. Some people were reportedly unable to tolerate the fumes and fainted (?). 

The delegation contacted the Bien Hoa Provincial Administration and learned that it had re-
ceived 28 petitions from residents, excluding the petition previously submitted by Mr. Doan Ba Ky, 
owner of the Suoi Chua rubber plantation, as mentioned in the referenced submission. These peti-
tions reported losses involving damaged fruit trees. The total losses claimed amounted to more 
than two million đồng. In the delegation’s assessment, however, the actual damage was only about 
one-tenth of the amount claimed by the residents. 

The local administration subsequently explained to some residents that the Government’s pol-
icy was consistently to encourage agricultural production by providing assistance, resources, and 
loans to farmers so that they could expand cultivation. Any recent damage, if it had occurred, was 
unintended and constituted an unavoidable incident in the course of the current anti-Communist 
operations. The task at hand, it stated, required all sections of society to contribute property and 
make sacrifices in order to regain common security and freedom. According to the report, after 
receiving this explanation, the residents concerned appeared understanding and satisfied. 
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Nevertheless, in view of the damage, the General Staff respectfully recommends that higher au-
thorities instruct the local administration, on the occasion of the approaching Lunar New Year, to 
discreetly provide financial assistance or gifts to families living along Route 15 whose gardens had 
been damaged. Such assistance would demonstrate the authorities’ concern for the population 
while at the same time helping to forestall resentment among local residents that the VC might 
exploit to hinder the progress of the program for the use of chemicals in Vietnam. 

Respectfully submitted for the Minister’s decision. 

For General LE VAN TY 

Chief of the General Staff, Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces   

Major General NGUYEN KHANH 

Chief of Staff 
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Figure 2. Letter from Plantations des Terres Rouges reporting the effects of aerial 
chemical defoliation on rubber plantations, including the Courtenay plantation in 
Long Khanh Province, 1967. 
Source: National Archives Center II, Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam 
Fonds, File 23305. 
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English translation (Figure 2): 

PLANTATIONS DES TERRES ROUGES 
General Directorate 
DG No. 96 

Saigon, 1967 

To Mr. Truong Thai Ton 
Secretary of State at the Presidency 
Saigon 

Subject: Defoliation of Rubber Trees  

Sir,  

I have the honor to bring to your attention that, throughout our plantations, we have for ap-
proximately one month observed an entirely abnormal development in the foliage of the rubber 
trees. 

We must now conclude, as all the observed symptoms indicate, that the foliage is suffering from 
the effects of aerial spraying with chemical defoliants: the leaves progressively turn yellow and then 
fall. 

All of our plantations have been affected. As the phenomenon is still developing, we are not yet 
in a position to determine its full consequences. The mature, producing rubber plantations are 
currently undergoing defoliation, and our Courtenay plantation in Long Khanh Province is already 
completely defoliated. The immature plantations have also been affected to varying degrees. At 
Long Thanh, 201 hectares of plantings established between 1962 and 1965 appear to be lost. 

We would point out that our company operates 18,500 hectares, of which approximately 14,000 
hectares are mature producing plantations. Our potential production capacity is 18,000 tonnes per 
year; in 1966, we produced approximately 15,000 tonnes. The population living in our plantation 
villages is estimated at approximately 18,000 people. 

We respectfully wish to emphasize, Sir, the seriousness of such defoliant treatments when car-
ried out without sufficient precautions, particularly when prevailing winds are not taken into ac-
count in areas surrounding rubber plantations. Rubber trees are particularly sensitive to such 
products. 

Although we still hope that our plantations will recover after a sufficient period of rest, any fur-
ther exposure to chemical defoliants would result in very serious losses and could lead to a suspen-
sion of operations. Already, however, our company’s rubber production for the current year has 
been severely affected. 

We respectfully ask you, Sir, to accept the assurance of our highest consideration. 

PLANTATIONS DES TERRES ROUGES 
General Director 
Marc Comte 
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Figure 3. Selected records from File 25488 concerning the use and effects of chemical 
defoliants in Vietnam, 1967–1971. 

Figure 3a. Report of the Ministry of Agriculture on the effects of chemical defoliants on rubber 
plantations, subsidiary crops, and fruit trees, May 26, 1967. 

Source: National Archives Center II, Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam Fonds, 
File 25488. 
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English translation (Figure 3a) 

REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 
MINISTRY OF AGRICULTURE 

Saigon, May 26, 1967 
No. 3460-BCN/KH/2.D 

Subject: Effects of chemical defoliants and the damage caused to rubber trees, subsidiary 
crops, and fruit trees 

Sir,  

The Ministry respectfully submits the following information concerning the effects of chemical 
defoliants and the damage caused to rubber trees, subsidiary crops, and fruit trees. 

1. Characteristics of chemical defoliants, their chemical properties, and their effects on plants 

The chemical defoliants currently in use include 2,4-D (2,4-dichlorophenoxyacetic acid) and 
2,4,5-T (2,4,5-trichlorophenoxyacetic acid), which affect the growth and development of plants. 

2,4-D and 2,4,5-T are readily absorbed through plant leaves and translocated to other parts of 
the plant, disrupting normal physiological development and causing an imbalance that may even-
tually result in the death of the plant. 

In recent years, 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T have been used in defoliation operations in densely vegetated 
areas. When aerial spraying is carried out from too great a height above the ground, particularly 
under strong-wind conditions, the chemicals may fail to fall directly onto the intended area and 
may instead drift several kilometres or farther, causing damage to crops. 

2. Effects of chemical defoliants 

a. Damage to rubber plantations 

According to information supplied by the Rubber Research Institute of Vietnam (IRCV), more 
than 20,000 mẫu1 of rubber plantations had been seriously affected by chemical defoliants. 

According to information available to the Ministry, reported damage caused by defoliation op-
erations in rubber plantations amounted to 7,190 hectares, not including smaller Vietnamese-
owned plantations in insecure areas for which no reports had been submitted. 

In addition to damage caused by defoliation, the requisition or occupation of plantation areas 
by military forces had also resulted in damage to rubber trees and created further difficulties for 
plantation operations 

Possible future consequences 

a. Rubber trees exposed to the chemicals may lose all their leaves and develop dry and cracked 
trunks. Tapping must then be temporarily suspended to allow the trees to recover. 

b. Where exposure is severe, the trees may die, reducing the area available for production. 

 
1 “mẫu” is a historical Vietnamese unit of land area; no conversion has been introduced. The monetary 
amount 79,980,506$00 is reproduced in the notation used in the original document. 
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Inadequate compensation for such losses could discourage those who had been willing to de-
velop rubber cultivation, which the Government had previously encouraged through loans and 
other support. 

If defoliation operations are not reduced, the extent of the resulting material losses will be dif-
ficult to estimate. 

b. Effects on subsidiary crops and fruit trees 

Vegetables and legumes, cassava, sweet potatoes, star apple, jackfruit, and papaya were among 
the crops reported to be most seriously affected, followed by coconut, guava, custard apple, and 
other fruit trees. The degree of damage varied according to the amount of chemical exposure and 
whether the plants were located within the treated area or in surrounding areas. 

Perennial trees exposed only once may recover and produce new shoots. In some cases, how-
ever, the new growth may remain weak and fail to develop, or the trees may die. The initial damage 
may therefore be followed by substantial effects on subsequent production: fruit yields may de-
cline, fruit may fall prematurely, or fruit may grow without ripening. The effects may continue for 
several years. 

Damage to trees and subsidiary crops recorded through meetings of the Interministerial Com-
pensation Committee and through compensation claims submitted since 1963 involved 6,028 af-
fected property or crop owners, with estimated losses amounting to 79,980,506$00. 

These figures did not include cases that were not considered or for which no claims had been 
filed, such as defoliation operations conducted in areas with poor security conditions. 

More recently, by Letter No. 1,140-HP/KT dated April 22, 1967, the Office of the Chairman re-
quested the Ministry of National Defense to instruct the responsible authorities to make every ef-
fort to avoid damage to rubber plantations during chemical defoliation operations. 

In addition, the Ministry of Labor raised the issue with the United States Embassy. Following 
intervention by the U.S. Embassy with General Westmoreland, he reportedly undertook to exercise 
the greatest possible caution in conducting defoliation operations. 

Respectfully, 
LAM VAN TAI 
Commissioner of Agriculture 
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Figure 3b. “Secret–Urgent” memorandum of the Ministry of Land Reform and Agri-
culture concerning the use of chemical defoliants in Vietnam, January 27, 1968. 

Source: National Archives Center II, Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam Fonds, 
File 25488. 
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English translation (Figure 3b): 

REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 
MINISTRY OF LAND REFORM AND AGRICULTURE 

SECRET 
URGENT 

Saigon, January 27, 1968 

THE MINISTER OF LAND REFORM AND AGRICULTURE 

To: The Minister, Office of the Prime Minister 
Saigon 

Subject: Use of chemical defoliants in Vietnam 

Sir, 

With regard to defoliation activities, this Ministry wishes to submit the following observations: 

– Chemicals such as sodium cacodylate and dimethylarsinic acid (cacodylic acid) are arsenic-based 
compounds. They are highly toxic and harmful to humans and livestock. 

– Substances described as “stérilisants” [soil sterilants] destroy green vegetation and may damage the 
soil. If used under excessively dry conditions, they may also create risks of fire and explosion. 

– 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T in ester formulations are growth-regulating substances with particularly strong 
effects on dicotyledonous plants and may destroy crops, depending on concentration. Concentrations of 
1% 2,4-D and 2% 2,4,5-T were reported as being in use in Vietnam. 

Accordingly, this Ministry respectfully requests that the Government place the question of chemical 
defoliants under the miscellaneous items for discussion at a forthcoming meeting of the Council of Min-
isters, with the following proposals: 

1. Request that the relevant United States agencies and the Ministry of National Defense discontinue 
the use of arsenic-based chemical defoliants. 

2. Request the Ministry of National Defense to discontinue the use of “stérilisant” chemicals and vola-
tile formulations of 2,4-D and 2,4,5-T, which through volatilization may damage crops at considerable 
distances from the areas in which they are used. 

Respectfully, 
TON THAT TRINH 
Minister of Land Reform and Agriculture 
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Figure 4. Document dated May 16, 1973, concerning information on dioxin in fish 
and shrimp in Vietnam. 
Source: National Archives Center II, Office of the Prime Minister of the Republic of Vietnam 
Fonds, File 27092. 
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English translation (Figure 4): 

REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 
MINISTRY OF AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT AND LAND REFORM 

Saigon, May 16, 1973 
No. 4508/PTNNĐĐ/KT.3 

HEAD OF THE PLANNING AND TECHNICAL DIVISION 
MINISTRY OF AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT AND LAND REFORM 

To: The Secretary-General, Office of the Prime Minister 
Saigon 

Subject: Reports of dioxin detected in fish and shrimp in Vietnam 

Dear Mr. Secretary-General, 

This Ministry respectfully submits to the Office of the Prime Minister the following information 
concerning reports that dioxin has been detected in fish and shrimp in Vietnam: 

Recently, Professors Meselson and Baughman of Harvard University in the United States, at a 
conference on dioxin in North Carolina, presented the results of their work on the detection and 
quantitative determination of this substance in fish and shrimp caught in the Dong Nai River basin 
in 1970. (Dioxin is a contaminant present in the defoliant “Orange.”) 

This information was subsequently reported in the press by Professor Pham Hoang Ho of the 
Faculty of Science, University of Saigon. 

Thereafter, reports appeared that the Japanese Government had temporarily withheld from re-
lease 24 metric tons of frozen shrimp imported from Vietnam, pending further analysis before a 
decision would be made. 

Some newspapers then drew broader conclusions from the issue, suggesting that Vietnam’s 
postwar economy might be seriously affected because fisheries constituted an important national 
resource. 

Professor Ho subsequently published another article stating that the use of the defoliant “Or-
ange” had officially ceased in Vietnam in 1969. He also emphasized that the reported presence of 
dioxin had thus far resulted only from its detection in a few samples (échantillons) of fish and 
shrimp caught in 1970 at several locations in the Dong Nai River basin. 

According to Professor Ho, it was possible that by the present time the dioxin had been washed 
away and that fish and shrimp currently found in the Dong Nai River no longer contained this 
substance. 

This Ministry likewise believes that, even if small quantities of dioxin may previously have been 
present in fish and shrimp in certain areas during the period of intensive defoliation, it is likely 
that, after four years without defoliation operations, dioxin no longer remains in Vietnam’s rivers 
and waterways. Following the annual rainy season, the toxin may have been diluted and carried 
away by water. 

Furthermore, even if some fish or shrimp had previously ingested the substance, the transmis-
sion of contamination would no longer be considered significant because the reproductive cycles 
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of many aquatic species are relatively short—often within one year. Fish and shrimp of subsequent 
generations now caught in the Dong Nai River basin may therefore no longer contain dioxin. 

In summary, although this issue may have limited domestic impact because the population has 
not been poisoned and Professor Ho has already published a correction in the press, it could nev-
ertheless create difficulties for foreign trade. 

Countries importing Vietnamese fisheries products may temporarily suspend purchases while 
awaiting clearer results from renewed analyses. 

In this regard, the Ministry has learned that, as of the present time, the quantity of Vietnamese 
frozen shrimp exported to Japan and placed under temporary hold has increased to 49 metric tons. 
The Japanese Government is analyzing samples from these consignments before deciding how the 
frozen shrimp should be handled. 

This Ministry has also requested domestic fisheries businesses to collect a number of fish and 
shrimp samples for shipment to Harvard University for further analysis. Once the results of these 
analyses are available, the Ministry will submit a further report to the Office of the Prime Minister. 

Respectfully,  

LUONG SI QUANG 
Head of the Planning and Technical Division 
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Figure 5. Selected records concerning Professors Le Van Thoi and Pham Hoang Ho’s 
participation in meetings of the Committee on the Effects of Herbicides in Vietnam 
in Washington, D.C., June–July 1973. 

Figure 5a. Submission memorandum concerning Professors Le Van Thoi and Pham Hoang Ho’s 
participation in the Committee meeting in Washington, D.C., June 9–11, 1973. 
Source: National Archives Center II, International Affairs Directorate Fonds, File 2255. 
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English translation (Figure 5a): 

REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 
MINISTRY OF EDUCATION 
DIRECTORATE OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS 

No. 1618-GD/CTQT 

SUBMISSION MEMORANDUM 
To: The Minister of Education 

Subject: Meeting of the Committee on the Effects of Herbicides in Vietnam to be held in Wash-
ington from June 9 to June 11, 1973 

References: 
– Copy of the letter dated May 18, 1973, from Professor Le Van Thoi. (The Directorate of Interna-
tional Affairs did not receive the invitation dated May 10, 1973.) 
– Washington telegram No. 27/25211454 from the Organizing Committee, forwarded to the Direc-
torate of International Affairs by Professor Pham Hoang Ho. 

SUMMARY 

1. By his letter dated May 18, 1973, Professor Le Van Thoi forwarded to the Ministry of Educa-
tion a photocopy of the memorandum dated May 10, 1973, informing the Ministry that the Com-
mittee on the Effects of Herbicides in Vietnam would hold a meeting of all its members in 
Washington from June 11 to June 13, 1973. 

The Committee invited Professor Le Van Thoi, Co-Chairman of the National Council for Scien-
tific Research and Co-Chairman of the Committee on the Effects of Herbicides in Vietnam, and 
Professor Pham Hoang Ho, a member of the National Council for Scientific Research and a member 
of the Committee on the Effects of Herbicides in Vietnam, to attend the meeting. 

2. On May 24, 1973, Professor Pham Hoang Ho forwarded to the Directorate of International 
Affairs a telegram from the Organizing Committee stating that the meeting had been rescheduled 
for June 9–11, 1973, instead of June 11–13, 1973. 

COMMENTS AND RECOMMENDATION 

As this was to be a plenary meeting of the members of the Committee on the Effects of Herbi-
cides in Vietnam under the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, approval is respectfully requested 
for Professors Le Van Thoi and Pham Hoang Ho to travel abroad to attend the meeting in Wash-
ington from June 9 to June 11, 1973. 

Should the Minister approve, it is respectfully requested that he sign the attached draft corre-
spondence. 

Respectfully submitted. 

Saigon, May 24, 1973 
Director, Directorate of International Affairs 

[Routing stamps, handwritten annotations, and internal approval notes omitted.] 
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Figure 5b. Report by Professor Pham Hoang Ho on the Committee meeting in Wash-
ington, D.C., July 11–13, 1973, including preliminary information on dioxin in fish 
from Vietnam. 

Source: National Archives Center II, International Affairs Directorate Fonds, File 2255. 
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English translation (Figure 5b): 

UNIVERSITY OF SAIGON 
FACULTY OF SCIENCES 
Saigon 

REPORT ON THE MEETING 
OF THE COMMITTEE ON THE EFFECTS OF HERBICIDES IN VIETNAM 
held in Washington, July 11–13, 1973 

Under Mission Order No. 095 dated July 6, 1973, the Minister of Culture, Education and Youth ap-
pointed Professor Le Van Thoi (head of the delegation) and myself to attend the above-mentioned meet-
ing. Purpose of the meeting: 

To finalize the summary report for the U.S. National Academy of Sciences concerning the studies 
conducted in Vietnam. 

Results of the meeting 

All members of the Committee reviewed most of the report, which was approximately 200 pages in 
length. This report constituted a summary of the proposed report that had been reviewed and approved 
at the June 1973 meeting. 

The remaining parts of the report concerned the following chapters: 

– Forest damage and ecological damage. 

The Committee had not yet reached full agreement on these chapters because differences remained 
concerning the interpretation of aerial photographs. 

Another research meeting was being convened in Seattle in an effort to resolve the differences 
among specialists concerning the lowland forests. (I was invited to attend this meeting.) 

Information obtained on the sidelines of the meeting 

During a closed meeting convened to discuss the question of “forest damage,” Professor Meselson, 
a member of the Report Review Committee, provided preliminary information on the quantitative de-
termination of dioxin in fish caught in 1973 at Tan Uyen: 

The fish still contained approximately 200 ppt of dioxin. 

If this result could be extrapolated, the Dong Nai River region and associated areas might still con-
tain approximately one-third to one-quarter of the dioxin concentration detected in 1970. This would 
in fact be consistent with what was already known about the persistence of dioxin in soil. 

It should also be recalled that the LD50 (lethal dose 50) of dioxin in guinea pigs was reported as only 
600 ppt. 

Professor Meselson stated that he expected to complete the quantitative determination of dioxin in 
shrimp caught in 1973 by the end of August of this year. 

Saigon, July 23, 1973  

Professor PHAM HOANG HO 

[The numerical values and units are reproduced as stated in the original archival document.] 


