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DISSERTATION PROPOSAL

1, Tentative Title:

"Ranch Hand": The US Air Force Herbicide Operation in Southeast
Asia

2, Objectives:

In 196£x’the President of the United States, John F. Kennedy,
ordered the Department of Defense to deveiop & means for improving
combat visibility in a heavy-vegetation environment through the use
of chemical defoliants. At the request of the government of the
Republic of South Vietnam, portions of the defoliation concept were
tested in Vietnam as a part of the "Farmgate" military assistance
program. Under the mission code name "Ranch Hand," uss of aircraft-
delivered herbicides in the Southeast Asia enviromment proved highly
successful as a weapon of war. Military commanders at all levels
were impressed by the project effects, noting that defoliation
facilitated intelligence gathering, aided offensive operations
against enemy forces, and improved security for friendly forces.

The program was expanded later to include chemical destruction of
cultivated crops in enemy-controlled areas to raduce the food-supply
of insurgent and North Vietnamese Regular.Army units operating

within South Vietnam.1

Format and style for this proposal are taken frdm PARAMETERS »—
Journal of the US Army War College.

105 Depariment of the Navy, Commander in Chief Pacific Scientific
Advisory Group, "A Review of the Herbicide Program in South Vietnam,"
by William F. Warren, Working Paper-10-68, pp. 2-4, 6-7, 1l-15,
M-42294-1 1968 No. 10, in USAF Collection, Albert F. Simpson




By 196%X Dofense Department studies suggested that herbicide
operations had military value in counterinsurgency warfare,
Increasing groundfire against "Ranch Hand" missions also reflected
enemy recognition of the effects of these operations. After
approval by both State and Defense Departments, a permanent spray
organization was formed, The original test fleet of three aircraft
was expanded to seven aircraft and attached to the 309th Air
Commando Squadron at Tan Son Nhut Air Base, Vietnam, Further
enlargement of the unit to a separate, over-size squadron of twenty-
five UC-123 aircraft was authorized in 1966, with the unit reassigned
to Bien Hoa Air Base, By 196%*’8pray-planes were dispensing nearly
one-half million gallons of herbicides per month over Southeast
Asian targets, Deapite this increased effort, the "Ranch Hand"
organization could not fill all the requests by field commanders for
defoliation and crop destruction misstons.2

Meanwhile, the United States faced increasing criticism at home
and abroad for waging chemical warfare in violation of international
conventions. Possible long-term onvironnqntal and genetic damage to
exposed populations also created concern within the American scien-

tific community, while elements in the growing anti-war movement

Historical Research Center, Maxwell AFB, Alabama (hereafter cited as
AFSHRC); Narrative, Captain John R. Spey, 30 July 1965, p. 1, and
"Draft History," 315 Air Commando Group, 1 June 1965, p. 1, K-GP-A-
CMDO-315-5U-RE (1961-1965), in USAF Collection, AFSHRC.

2US Department of Defense, Military Assistance Command Vietnam,
"Evaluation of Herbicide Operations in the Republic of Vietnam
(September 1962-September 1963)," by Peter G. Olenchuk, et al.;
Arthur F. McConnell, Jr,, "Mizsion Ranch Hand,” Air Universit
Review 21 (1970):89-9%4; Sggth Alr Diviaion History, pp. 52-47, .
K-DIV-834-HI (15 Ootober 1966~30 June 1967), and “Unit History -
12 Special Operations Squadron,” App. 6, p. 8, K-WG-315-HI (January-

. March 1969), in USAF Collection, AFSHRC.




found military defoliation a means for focusing mass discontent,
Propagandists 4in Communist countries took full advantage of this

opportunity to charge the United States with comnitting atrocities
3

and war crimes,
In the face of mounting domestic and diplomatic pressure,
President Richard M. Nixon suspended the use of some defoliation
compounds in 19?Qx’and. In the following year, ordered all herbicide
operations halted. All on-hand herbicides containing the chemical
compound 2.4,S-Triohlorophenoxyacetic acid, popularly referred to
as Orange, were moved to remote Johnson Island in the Pacific. The
spray organization was deactivated in 1971, although a capability
for insecticide dispensing was retained. In 1977, the stock of
herblcide Orange was destroyed by high-temperature incineration at
sea under the supervision of the Environmental Protection Agency.u
The major objective of this dissertation will be to trace the
history of the "Ranch Hand" program from 1961 to 1972. At the same
time, the dissertation will examine the program in the context of

chemical, biological, and environmental warfare, The Wwidespread

3"USSR Calls for International Probe of Reports of Chemical

? Warfare: US Says Chemicals Used to Destroy Foliage are not Injurious

to Man,” New York Times, 27 April 1963, p. 2; "29 Scientists Score
Use of Chemicals on Viet Cong Crops,”" New York Times, 17 January
1966, p. 4; "22 Scientists Bid Johnson Bar Chemical Weapons in
Vietnam,” New York Times, 20 September 1966, p, 1; Gordon H, Orians
and Egbert W, Pfeiffer, "Mission to Vietnam, Part 1" and “Mission to
Vietnam, Part 2," Scientific Research 4 (9 June 1969):22ff,

b (23 June 1969):26ff,

4Bryce Nelson, "Herbicides: Order on 2,4,5-T Issued at Unusually
High Level,” Science 166 (21 November 1969):978; Nancy Gruchow,
“Curbs on 2,4,5-T Use Imposed,” Science 168 (24 April 1970):453;
William Beecher, “Use of Defoliants in War Suspended,” New York Times,
23 June 1970, p. 1; US Department of Defense, Assistant Secretary of
Defense, Health Affairs, "Department of Defense {(DOD) Herbicide

- Orange Status Report," n.d. (September 1980), pp. 3-4 (mimeographed).




adverse reaction to the herbicide program and the subsequent
political response of the United States government also will be
dealt with. The herbicide operation has remained an active issue
due to continuing claims by American veterans that they have
suffered various medical disabilities as a result of exposure to
defoliant chemicals, particularly herbicide Orange, I will address
this aftermath in my conclusion.

3. Present Status of the Question:

No couprehensive history of the defoliation mission has been
published. A volume prepared in the Office of Air Force Hiatory,
and scheduled for printing in 1979, has been withheld; nor will
officials permit access to any part of the draft mnnuscript.s Most
of the extant material, published in the late 1960s and early 1970s,
was written by anti-war or environmental protection advocates; and
dwell mainly on the issues of morality and international law, Many
scientific agriculture studies in that era also touch on the topic,
although possible adverse effects were not widely discussed until
the program i. Vietnam was nearly at an end, The military aspects
of defoliation are reviewed in only a few articles in professional
military journals, and even those articles tend to emphasize the
overall topic of chemical and biological/bacteriological warfare.
Reports of several scientific investigations in Vietnam during
1969-1971 were not widely circulated and their conclusions were
frequently disputed,

sﬂamorandum, Lawrence J, Paszek, Office of Air Force History,
to author, 21 October 1980,




As a result of complaints by Vietnam veterans and filing of
several Agent Orange lawsuits, in September 1980 the White House
ordered an extensive medical evaluation of former "Ranch Hand"
members, to determine if chemical herbicides affected the health
of individuals exposed to them in Southeast Asia. The planning of
this program, to cover a fifteen to twenty-five year period. is
presently underway. It is unlikely, however, that even tentative
results will be available until several years after the first round

of testing is oomplete.6

4, Procedure:

This study will follow traditional paths of historical research,
Primary materisls in military archives will be examined to the
extent permitted by security classification. I also plan to fevieu
appropriate materials in the Presidential archives, with particular
emphasis on the Kennedy and Johnson papers. Data will be obtained
from as many of the 1,195 veterans of the “Ranch Hand" project as
possible, using questionnaires, oral histories, and porsohal
interviews, I should note that I was a participant in the herbicide
operation during 1966-1967.

Because of the wide-spread eriticism of the use of chemical
defoliants, I will examine popular literature and media coverage in
analyzing its effect on the political/military decisions of the

Uﬁited States government, I will also consult the reports of

6Typesor1pt of speech by Lt, Gen, (Dr.) Paul W, Myers, Air
Force Surgeon General, before the Annual Reunion of the Ranch Hand
Vietnam Association, Tarpon Springs, Florida, 11 October 1980.
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