
VIETNAM WAR AND ENVIRONMENTAL CATASTROPHE - ENVIRONMENT 

NEWS: The Vietnam War (1955–1975) was not only a humanitarian disaster but also a 

massive environmental catastrophe. Even 50 years after the war ended, Vietnam’s ecosystems 

still bear the consequences of military operations that involved chemical defoliation, forest 

burning, and land clearing. 

WHAT’S IN THE NEWS? 

Use of Agent Orange and Chemical Warfare 

• Massive Use of Herbicides: 

During the Vietnam War (1961–1971), the U.S. military conducted a large-scale 

operation involving the spraying of over 75 million liters of herbicides, including the 

notorious Agent Orange, across approximately 6.4 million acres of forest and 

farmland in Vietnam. 

• Purpose of Deployment: 

The primary goal was to eliminate forest cover used by Viet Cong forces and to 

destroy agricultural crops, thereby cutting off food supplies and hiding spots for the 

enemy. This was part of “Operation Ranch Hand”, a broader chemical warfare 

program. 

• Toxic Composition: 

Agent Orange was a chemical defoliant composed of two herbicides: 

• 2,4-D (2,4-dichlorophenoxyacetic acid) 

• 2,4,5-T (2,4,5-trichlorophenoxyacetic acid) 

• Dioxin Contamination: 

A deadly byproduct of 2,4,5-T manufacturing, TCDD (2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-

dioxin), contaminated Agent Orange. TCDD is one of the most toxic dioxin 

compounds known, linked to severe environmental and human health consequences. 

 

Destruction through Incendiary Weapons and Machinery 

• Napalm Bombing: 

The use of napalm – a flammable gel – led to widespread burning of forests and 

agricultural fields, not only destroying plant life but also infertilizing the soil 

through intense heat and chemical residues. 

• Rome Plows and Bulldozers: 

Massive armored bulldozers known as Rome Plows were used to mechanically raze 

entire forests, eliminating dense vegetation and leaving the landscape barren and 

prone to erosion. 

• Daisy Cutter Bombs: 

These large fuel-air explosives created massive concussive forces that obliterated all 

forms of life in a radius of about 900 meters, further compounding ecological 

destruction by disrupting topsoil and killing micro-ecosystems. 



• Long-Term Effects: 

These operations destroyed native vegetation, allowing invasive grass species to 

dominate, which further reduced biodiversity and undermined the ecological balance 

of the region. 

 

Weather Modification as a Military Tactic 

• Project Popeye (1967–1972): 

The U.S. military initiated this classified operation to artificially prolong the 

monsoon season in North Vietnam by cloud seeding with silver iodide. The 

objective was to flood roads and hamper enemy logistics. 

• Climate Manipulation as Warfare: 

The experiment sparked global ethical debates over the militarisation of weather 

systems, leading to the eventual prohibition of environmental modification for 

hostile purposes. 

• International Legal Response: 

• The ENMOD Convention (1978) was signed to ban weather modification 

techniques for military or hostile purposes. 

• The 1977 Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions also forbids 

widespread, long-term, and severe environmental damage during warfare. 

• However, enforcement mechanisms remain weak and underutilized, with 

limited accountability in practice. 



 

Long-Term and Continuing Environmental Damage 

• Devastation of Mangrove Forests: 

The herbicide campaign destroyed vast coastal mangrove ecosystems, crucial for 

biodiversity, shoreline protection, and local fisheries. This led to livelihood loss for 

coastal communities. 

• Loss of Biodiversity: 

Chemically defoliated areas have experienced permanent damage, with many plant 

and animal species vanishing due to habitat destruction and ecological imbalance. 

• Soil and Water Contamination: 

TCDD dioxin residues from Agent Orange persist in the soil and aquatic 

ecosystems, entering the food chain and continuing to pose toxic health risks to both 

humans and wildlife. 

• Human Health Impacts: 

Millions of people in Vietnam have suffered from birth defects, cancers, and 

chronic illnesses due to long-term exposure to dioxin contamination in the 

environment. 

 

The Concept of "Ecocide" as a War Crime 

• Definition and Origin: 

The term “ecocide” emerged during the Vietnam War to describe deliberate, large-

scale environmental destruction as a weapon of war. 

• Vietnam’s Legal Stand: 

Vietnam became the first country to include ecocide in its penal code, recognising 

it as a national crime, though no prosecutions have yet taken place. 

• Global Debate: 

The inclusion of ecocide as the fifth international crime under the Rome Statute of 

the International Criminal Court (ICC) is currently under active discussion, 

alongside: 

• War crimes 

• Crimes against humanity 

• Genocide 

• Crimes of aggression 

 

 

 


