
RESTORATION OF WAR-DAMAGED
ECOSYSTEMS IN VIETNAM:

A HUMAN ECOLOGICAL FUNCTION
These hills in Quang Tri, once densely covered with tropical
forests, have been denuded since the US military con-ducted
its war effort involving both the widespread ap-plication of
the herbicide Agent Orange on Vietnam’s forests from the
late 1960s to 1971s and heavy bombing campaigns. This
image taken in early 2004 (over 30 years after the end of the
war) indicates clearly the devastating destruction of Agent
Orange to forest and to other eco-systems in Vietnam. Bombs
or chemicals do not end their destruction at the time or shortly
after they were dropped or sprayed, but continue to inflict
damage to the ecosystems to the present and beyond.
Unexploded bombs and other ordinance (UXO’s) buried in
the ground, and dioxins, the most toxic chemicals known,
are still present in the soil, river beds, air, animal tissues, and
food; they continue to endanger the welfare of humans and
wildlife. Although the extent of harm of dioxins to living things
is still unde-termined (except for chloracne, a chronic and
disfiguring skin disease in humans, which has been proven
to be linked to dioxins1), tangential research and evidence
has suggested strongly that dioxins cause adverse effects in
people and tested animals including birth defects, genetic
damage and cancer.

Indigenous and local Viet peoples depending on these eco-
systems for their livelihood have been impoverished since
the day their traditional habitats were destroyed. Until the
ecosystems and the social and economic conditions are
restored these peoples continue to live in poverty and under
constant threat from UXO’s and dioxins.
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We humans are part of the ecosystem in which we live and
depend on biological resources for health, prosperity, and
livelihood. To build, destroy, rebuild, and compete for re-
sources and for other interests are inevitably part of human
functions in all ecosystems on Earth. To our benefit, we must
conscientiously perform our constructive ecofunction to
compensate for our negative and destructive works. We must
ensure the integrity of ecosystems in which a majority of life
forms perpetually provide us and other species with vital
commodities such as oxygen, food, a clean environ-ment
and a habitable climate. Consequently, Tropical Con-servancy
believes the reparation of the war-damaged eco-systems in
Vietnam is long overdue and should now be considered as a
high priority. The delay is partly because of continued lack of
resources, opportunities, coordinating efforts and willingness.
Also, because the reparation of this type of damage can be
slow, arduous, and challenging, requiring extra efforts such
as assessing and monitoring the toxicity of dioxins in the soil,
river beds, air and animals; assessing dioxin health risks to
humans and wildlife; and performing highly hazardous tasks
in removing and clearing UXO’s from the land to be restored.
The latter in particular is prerequisite to the success of this
type of ecosystem reparation.

Aware of the benefits and difficulties, Tropical Conservancy
is prepared to undertake this challenge and believes it is the
time we humans perform our ecofunctions construc-tively,
especially in Vietnam. Tropical Conservancy will co-ordinate
the restoration efforts and will seek to ensure the participation
of (1) indigenous peoples in affected commu-nities to ensure
the restoration process is consistent with their culture and
tradition; and (2) professionals in scientific and technical
communities in Vietnam and in technolo-gically capable
countries around the world to ensure an in-ternational
contribution to the restoration process and that the work is
properly carried out and successfully completed.

Two fundamental elements in the ecosystems are the
principal targets of this effort: (1) people and their cultural,
social and economic conditions and (2) forests and their
richness of biological diversity and resources. These tar-geted
elements will be systematically, scientifically and tra-ditionally
restored to their self-sustained levels to ensure cultural, social,
economic and ecological harmony and sus-tainability in the
restored and neighbouring areas.

The recreation of a social-economic-ecological-environ-
mental equilibrium in the region is the objective of this effort.
It is a restoration model that will benefit Vietnam, the world
and humanity.

1 World Health Organization Press Release WHO/45 – 3 June 1998.
WHO experts re-evaluate health risks from dioxins.
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