Progress Report as at 21 December 2007

on

Implementation of the Package of Measures

for 

 Viet Nam Veterans and Families

Introduction

1. Memorandum of Understanding. The MoU was signed on 6 December 2006 between EVSA & RNZRSA and the Government.

Comment: The parties acknowledge the MoU is a significant step forward in addressing the concerns of Viet Nam Veterans but is NOT a full and final settlement. It is worth noting that the 19 provisions of the MoU address all the recommendations of the HSC Report of October 2004,  all nine of the issues raised in the Open Letter of February 2005, and all but two recommendations of the JWG Report of April 2006. Everything in the MoU is the result of issues raised and requests made in submissions to the JWG.

2. This Report. This Report is designed to provide to Government and the Veterans Organisations an update on progress with implementation of the MoU as at 18 December 2007. The Report addresses the provisions of the MoU under three headings:

· Items Implemented. This category includes MoU provisions that are now operating independent of the JIG. Where appropriate, on some of these items (eg.the National Register) the JIG continues to receive progress reports.

· Items in Progress. This category includes MoU provisions on which specific work has begun and for which the JIG is continuing to oversee or monitor the implementation process.

· Items to be Actioned. This category includes MoU provisions for which substantive implementation planning has yet to commence (although preliminary work has begun on some of these items).

3. Acknowledgments. The JIG wishes to acknowledge the assistance of officials during 2007. In general there has been a very positive effort to progress implementation of the MoU in a full and expeditious manner. Particular mention should be made of the work being done by the staff  of VANZ , Treasury and the Oral History Project team from MCH. Staff in the Ministers' offices have also been very supportive. MoU implementation has also been greatly enhanced by the continuing efforts of the many volunteers within the veteran community. Some veterans in particular have added to the quality of our work with questions, feedback and critical comment.

Items Implemented

4. Joint Implementation Group (MoU 19). A JIG comprising representatives of the Crown and the Veterans Associations to be established to oversee successful implementation of the MoU package. The JIG was established on 8 February 2007. It reports on progress to the Viet Nam Veteran Community through the Veterans Associations and to the Government through the Ministers of Defence and of Veteran Affairs. 

Comment: To date the JIG has met formally with government officials on eight occasions and has held two working meetings in addition to considerable work between meetings. The JIG is currently focusing on establishing the Expert Panel and organising the Medical Assessments process. 

Recommendations: 

· That the JIG continue its role, meeting as required and that this be reviewed in August 2008 following the Tribute08 Commemoration event 30 May – 1 June 2008. 

· The JIG to continue to provide routine progress reports as necessary and report formally to Government and the Veterans in March and August 2008.

5. National Register (MoU 14). A National Register to be established to include all living and deceased Viet Nam Veterans, their spouses/partners, children and grandchildren. The Register to be capable of supporting epidemiological research.

Comment: Registrations as at 12 December 2007 total 4,664, including 1220 veterans, 99 deceased veterans, 965 spouses/partners (38 deceased), 1316 children (26 deceased) and 1064 grandchildren. Registrations are ongoing. Registration is an essential  initial  step for individuals to access entitlements provided for in the MoU and will also create useful statistical data for informing the Expert Panel and other initiatives in support of  veterans and family members. Veterans organisations and VANZ are continuing collaborative measures to actively encourage registration (including through Tribute08 initiatives).

6. Oral History Programme (MoU 4). MCH is to record an oral history of the experiences of Viet Nam Veterans and their families. Government will fund this Programme over four years at $200,000 per year.

Comment: Interviewing has commenced using 13 interviewers and involvement of a wide cross section of veterans and families is being encouraged. An interactive web site is being developed and is expected to be operating by early 2008. Resources for schools is under development including a kit focusing on Tribute08 for release by the end of Term 1.

7. Ex Gratia Payments (MoU 6). One-off ex gratia payments approved for Veterans and family members for prescribed health conditions resulting from Viet Nam Service.

Comment: At 12 December 2007, 52 ex gratia payments have been made and others are being processed.

· Veterans suffering prescribed conditions ($40,000). To date 28 payments made.

· Spouse/partner of a Veteran who has died from a prescribed condition ($25,000). To date 7 payments made.

· Children suffering accepted conditions ($30,000). To date 13 payments made.

· Families of children who have died from accepted conditions ($30,000). To date 4 payments 

8. Children’s and Grandchildren's Trust (MoU 12). The Crown is to make a one-off grant of $250,000 to The EVSA (Neville Wallace Memorial) Children’s & Grandchildren’s Trust.

Comment: The grant was presented on 20 June 2007 and the Trust has since increased the number and scale of its grants.

9. Viet Nam Veterans and Their Families Trust (MoU 18). The Crown will provide an endowment of $7m for a period of 30 years towards a trust fund to provide support to Viet Nam Veterans and their families for concerns and circumstances not addressed elsewhere in the MoU or through other government agencies.

Comment:The Trust was Settled on 16 August 07 and began calling for applications on 19 October 2007. The $7m endowment has been accruing interest since the MoU was signed on 6 Dec 2006 making over $300,000 available for distribution from the date the Trust was settled. The Trust has begun receiving applications and approving grants. 

Items In Progress

10. Apology (MoU 2). The Crown to make a formal public apology acknowledging the service to New Zealand of Viet Nam Veterans and the failure of the Crown to address concerns resulting from Viet Nam service. 

Comment: A draft of the Apology has been prepared with input from the Veterans Organisations and is currently with the Prime Minister's staff.

Recommendations:

· That the Apology  be delivered by the Prime Minister in Parliament during the first half of 2008, preferably after ANZAC Day and before Tribute08 (ie. during early-mid May 2008)

· That the support of all Parliamentary Parties be sought for the Apology.

11. Commemoration Ceremony (MoU 3). A national Commemoration is to be held for Viet Nam Veterans and families incorporating elements of Whakanoa and an acknowledgment by NZDF that Veterans were not well treated on return from service in Viet Nam. 

Comment: The NZDF supported Ceremony will be held in conjunction with a National Reunion of Viet Nam Veterans and Families in Wellington on Queens Birthday Weekend, 30 May – 1 June 2008. This event has been named “Tribute08 – A Vietnam Commemoration – Honouring veterans' and families' contribution to New Zealand”. Tribute08 was launched on 21 August 07 at Parliament Buildings. Registrations commenced in October 2007. Accommodation for veterans and families attending Tribute08 will be subsidised by a Government contribution. Travel assistance proposals are under consideration. Responsibility for organising Tribute08 has been delegated to EVSA and planning is under way in conjunction with NZDF. The outline programme includes:

· Historic Exhibition – opening mid May  2008 (location to be confirmed)

· Opening Ceremony  & Civic Welcome – Civic Square on Friday afternoon, 30 May

· NZDF display of current equipment and capability – throughout Tribute08

· Whakanoa Ceremony & Process – at Parliament on Saturday morning, 31 May

· Sub-unit Reunions – Saturday afternoon and evening, 31 May

· Tribute Concert – TSB Arena on Saturday evening, 31 May

· Memorial Service – National War Memorial on Sunday morning, 1 June

· Commemoration Ceremony – Basin Reserve following the Memorial Service

12. Medallic Recognition (MoU 5). The Crown will seek Royal assent for a distinctly New Zealand medal to be awarded for Viet Nam Service and for approval for South Vietnamese Gallantry Awards to be worn by recipients. The Crown will sympathetically consider a review of the criteria for the 1 RNZIR South Vietnam Theatre Honour to recognise the service of all rifle companies that served in Viet Nam. 

Comment: 

· Documentation is being processed for Royal assent for extension of the criteria for the NZ GSM 1992 (Warlike) with Vietnam clasp to be awarded to all service personnel with Vietnam service. Medals have been ordered and will be ready for distribution from February 2008 pending Royal assent.

· A submission to the Government is yet to be prepared seeking approval for the South Vietnamese Gallantry Awards to be accepted and worn by recipients. The submission will also seek similar approval for United States awards to New Zealand personnel in respect of Vietnam service.

· A request is expected to be signed shortly by the Prime Minister seeking Royal assent to extend the 1 RNZIR South Vietnam Theatre Honour to cover the period May 1967 to December 1971 in recognition of the service of all rifle companies. It is yet to be confirmed if the necessary changes to embroidery (replacing '1970' with '1971') can be made to the Regimental Colour in time for it to be included in Tribute08 ceremonies.

13. War Pensions Act (MoU 7). A substantive review of the War Pensions Act (1954) to be undertaken to provide more appropriately for conditions Veterans now face and to improve service delivery to Veterans. 

Comment: This will benefit ALL veterans present and future. The Law Commission has been tasked with managing this review as a matter of priority and preliminary discussions have been held between the Law Commission and RNZRSA. The next meeting is scheduled for late January 2008.

14. Veterans' Retirement Homes (MoU 15). The Crown will work with Veterans' Associations and Veterans' Retirement Homes to establish “centres of excellence” for the diagnosis and treatment of health conditions prevalent amongst veterans. 

Comment: Discussions have commenced between VANZ and Veterans Homes. A consultant has been engaged to research international models for health centres of excellence from which a specific New Zealand model can be developed.

Items To Be Actioned

15. Expert Panel (MoU 8). A panel of independent  experts to be established to consider international scientific research & statistical data on health conditions associated with war service and to recommend uniform standards and criteria to ensure all veterans with equal degrees of disablement are treated fairly and consistently. 

Comment: It is proposed that this be established under NZDF and preliminary discussions have been held between NZDF and veterans representatives.

16. Medical assessments (MoU 17). Viet Nam Veterans will be entitled to funding for a one-off comprehensive medical assessment with a view to establishing eligibility for a War Disablement Pension and data for the Expert Panel. 

Comment: A process has been designed by VANZ with input from veterans organisations, medical professionals and veterans homes. Costings and documentation are being finalised and assessments are expected to commence early in 2008.

17. VANZ Placement & Review (MoU 16). The Crown, in consultation with the Veterans Associations, will review mechanisms for delivering services to veterans, including the functions, responsibilities, structure, resources and placement of VANZ. The review will be integrated with the rewriting of the War Pensions Act.

Comment: The State Services Commission is leading the process at this stage. It is expected that a preliminary position paper on the options for VANZ placement within the machinery of government will be completed during December 2007.

18. Veterans' Card (MoU 13). All veterans will be eligible for a Veterans' Card designed to facilitate access to medical services and ensure appropriate information is available to medical professionals evaluating a veteran's health. 

Comment: Initial issue to veterans aged 65 and over and those under 65 on a Veterans Pension began in conjunction with the Super Gold Card in August 2007. Stage 2 will be all other veterans aged under 65. The specific entitlements, benefits and facilities of the Veterans' Card are yet to be developed and will include the medical and health functions described above. A scoping exercise is being undertaken by VANZ to see what technology can be built into the card and how it could be linked to registration of veterans.

19. Veterans' Children & Grandchildren (MoU 9). Access to relevant research on intergenerational effects of exposure to a toxic environment to be improved & appropriate programmes introduced for children & grandchildren of Viet Nam Veterans. 

Comment: VANZ has begun preliminary consideration including an approach to DVA Australia concerning possible inclusion of New Zealand veterans' children in research being undertaken in Australia.

20. Ongoing Research (MoU 11). The Crown will access international research and sponsor ongoing research into the effects of exposure to dioxins and other hazardous substances, including intergenerational effects.

Comment: This is longer term and needs to be linked to the Expert Panel.

21. Viet Nam Veterans' Children’s Card (MoU 13). The purpose of this card is to allow medical professionals to readily identify children of a Viet Nam Veteran and to take into account health conditions that may have arisen from a parent's Viet Nam Service. 

Comment: The necessary software has been identified and the card is expected to be launched in 2008.

22. Provision  of Information (MoU 15). Veterans Affairs will make available to medical professionals and to Viet Nam Veterans and their children relevant medical information (to the extent permitted by law) to assist in monitoring and screening for relevant health conditions. 

Comment: In conjunction with the Medical Assessments general information will be placed on the VANZ website and will be sent out through medical practitioners' professional organisations.

Conclusion

While worthwhile progress has been achieved in implementing the MoU in the 11 months since the JIG was established, there is still much to be done. 

In the short to medium term, the greatest benefit for veterans and families will result from the combined effects of growing the National Register, maximizing the Medical Assessments and establishing the Expert Panel. The JIG is continuing to place emphasis on these items.

In the longer term the most significant impact for the veteran community as a whole will flow from the Review of VANZ and the Rewrite of the War Pensions Act. Other than monitoring and reporting progress, these items are largely beyond the influence of the JIG.

The remaining items yet to be actioned are largely dependent on improving VANZ capability to handle its existing workload and at the same time implement these additional projects. 

We wish to thank the Ministers for their continuing support  in addressing the needs of Vietnam veterans and families. We look forward to continuing the work of the JIG during 2008 – Vietnam Veteran Tribute Year.
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