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Over the past four months,
Vietmam's communist beaders have
launched an unprecedented diplo-
malic offensive. President Treong
Tan Sameg and Prime Minister
Mguyen Tan Dumg have travelled
o 10 countries including Russia,
Chima, the L5, the EU ang be
yond, to sirengthen strategke part-
merships, forge alllances and seek
EVEry opporunity to increase
iraie and investment o bolster
the ailing sconamy of i one
Pany State.

el alongsile this top-bevel
diplomatic whirkwisd, a very dif-
ferent offensive is taking place
within Vietnam. In one of the
most brutal crackdowns in a gen-
eration on frecdom of expression,
pro-democracy bloggers and on-
time journalists have been beaten,
harassed, interned in psychiatric
institathons, arrestedd and con-
demned to sentences of up 1o life
in prison for expressing critieal
wiows of the regime.

Since the beginning of 2013, 51
dissidents have been arrested and
e lisr keeps growing. In Augast,
Vo Thanh Tung, a prize-wingning
fournalist from the State-tom-
trolled press wiho male his name
enposing official corrupion was
failed on sispichon of taking
bribes. This is consistent with Ha-
nod's carrent strategy of changing
critics with mon-political crinves
such as corrupdion to ohsoure the
poditical nature of their offenses
Le Quor (uan, anather praminent
buman rights lawyer &nd Hogger,
was senfenctd to 30 manths in
prison and a fise on Oetober 2 for

Lax-evasion charges. Secrel police
frequently harass bloggers and
their families.

On September L, Decree 72
came into force, imposing draco-
nian confrols on freedom of ex-
pression The mew law bans &
range of vagecly defined online
activities, obliges foreign service
prowilers to share informatbon
about thelr wsers with the govern:
ment, and bans boggers (rom re
producing pews [lems on personal
blogs ang social Berworks.

Hanoi's recent diplomalic
efforts coincide with

a brutal erackdown

om free speech at home.

Repression at home may at
first appear inconsistent I“I"I'il_'l_‘lhl'.‘
mare positive message Hanoi is
trying o propect abroad. But bl
gers Inshde Vietnam have sug
pested the two are linked. Leaders
understand that they will need o
show more domsesthe opeaness il
they want to secure goodies such
as membership on the UN Human
Rights Councll (a bid that will be
voled om in Movember in New
Yarklh They alto hape the EU will
apprave a Cooperation and Part-
nership Agrecment signed last
year.

With its crackdown, the gov-
ernment ks cymically trying to cre-
ate conditions in which it can
make & show of political “reform™
without endasgering party rule in
|:-r.x¢ri-:'¢. CORSKIET Mocent oom

ments by Mr. Truong an his trig
1o Depmark, one of Vielmam's
lamzes foreipn aid donors. For the
first time, the president admitted
that Vietnam's system has “de-
fects,” and pledged to make politi-
cal reforms,

Hanod will be keen fo awald re-
cemt “mistakes,” For instance, the
highly putdicized campaign to ne-
form the comstitution over the
past year, which was supposed to
sl the party in o modernizing
Hght, becielired when thousands of
citizens organized online petitions
calling for the abalition of Aricle
A, which gives the party a momdp:
oly on power. Hanod will be will-
ing o deliver the political “re-
forms® demanded by foreigners
ondy if party leaders fieed they can
exercise grealer confrol on the re-
form process.

The party woulkd be right to
warry about what woald happen
to its authority if & free discus-
shon were allowed. Despite spoe
radic bans, more than 10 milllon
Vietnamese use Facebook, and the
number of moblle phones is
nearly double the size of the pop-
ulation. Yousg peaple especially
are uslag blogs and microblogs 1o
bypass the censorship of the
slate-contralbed media. They ralse
urgent Ecues sich as the need for
land reform, corraption, relighoms
perseculion, environmental degra-
dation, border issues with China
democracy and human rights, all
of which Viclnam must cwentually
address if it wants to be prosper-
ous, Amd party rals is implicated
in the probdems on &l these
fronts.

Decrying 1t crities as “lacioys
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of hostile forces,” as Hanod is
wont to do, doesn't dent their ap-
peal. That keaves blunk repression
coupled with the lope that for-
elgn beaders won't pothee, or will
find it convenlent to take Hanod's
broag] assurapses of reform at
Face value instead of probing
T,

Another teetic §s o ilerate
the emergence of “disposable® po-
litical parties fo create a vemeer of
mul-party democracy. Hanod
uded this irategy in 2006 when
WVielnam whas bidding for member-
ship of the Warkl Trade Organiza-
tian and hosting the Asia-Pacific
Ecomomic Cooperation summit in
Hanoi. Three political parties
were created in the ran-wp to
APEC- and were immediately dis-
banded and their keaders arrested
in February 2007 after Hanal ob-
tained its goals, The creation of a

Social Democratic Party this sum-
meT by communist veteran turned
dissident Le Hien Dang may well
saller the same fate,

That makes [t parthoalarly im-
portant for foregn leaders not to
be sneokered. There are encosrag-
Ing sigms, such as the persistence
with which LS. kbnwmsakers have
eriticized the regimse for its rear
meent of dissidents such as Mr. Le
of blagger Diew Cay.

The regime pesds the oatside
world economically and poitically,
bath to boost frade and invest-
meent and to lend support as the
South China Sea beoomes a stra-
tegic flashpoint. The people of
Vieinam need the matside workd
to conclition that support on sab-
stantive reforms.

Mr. Va iz prosident of Qud Me:
Actton for Democracy in Vietmam.

Hanoi’s recent diplomatic efforts coincide with a brutal crackdown on free speech at

home.

Over the past four months, Vietnam’s communist leaders have launched an
unprecedented diplomatic offensive. President Truong Tan Sang and Prime Minister
Nguyen Tan Dung have travelled to 10 countries including Russia, China, the U.S., the
EU and beyond, to strengthen strategic partnerships, forge alliances and seek every
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opportunity to increase trade and investment to bolster the ailing economy of its one-
party state.

Yet alongside this top-level diplomatic whirlwind, a very different offensive is taking
place within Vietnam. In one of the most brutal crackdowns in a generation on freedom
of expression, pro-democracy bloggers and online journalists have been beaten,
harassed, interned in psychiatric institutions, arrested and condemned to sentences of
up to life in prison for expressing critical views of the regime.

Since the beginning of 2013, 51 dissidents have been arrested and the list keeps
growing. In August, Vo Thanh Tung, a prize-winning journalist from the state-controlled
press who made his name exposing official corruption was jailed on suspicion of taking
bribes. This is consistent with Hanoi’s current strategy of charging critics with non-
political crimes such as corruption to obscure the political nature of their offenses. Le
Quoc Quan, another prominent human rights lawyer and blogger, was sentenced to 30
months in prison and a fine on October 2 for tax-evasion charges. Secret police
frequently harass bloggers and their families.

On September 1, Decree 72 came into force, imposing draconian controls on freedom
of expression. The new law bans a range of vaguely defined online activities, obliges
foreign service providers to share information about their users with the government,
and bans bloggers from reproducing news items on personal blogs and social
networks.

Repression at home may at first appear inconsistent with the more positive message
Hanoi is trying to project abroad. But bloggers inside Vietnam have suggested the two
are linked. Leaders understand that they will need to show more domestic openness if
they want to secure goodies such as membership on the U.N. Human Rights Council (a
bid that will be voted on in November in New York). They also hope the EU will approve
a Cooperation and Partnership Agreement signed last year.

With its crackdown, the government is cynically trying to create conditions in which it
can make a show of political “reform” without endangering party rule in practice.
Consider recent comments by Mr. Truong on his trip to Denmark, one of Vietnam'’s
largest foreign aid donors. For the first time, the president admitted that Vietham'’s
system has “defects,” and pledged to make political reforms.

Hanoi will be keen to avoid recent “mistakes.” For instance, the highly publicized
campaign to reform the constitution over the past year, which was supposed to show
the party in a modernizing light, backfired when thousands of citizens organized online
petitions calling for the abolition of Article 4, which gives the party a monopoly on
power. Hanoi will be willing to deliver the political “reforms” demanded by foreigners
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only if party leaders feel they can exercise greater control on the reform process.

The party would be right to worry about what would happen to its authority if a free
discussion were allowed. Despite sporadic bans, more than 10 million Vietnhamese use
Facebook, and the number of mobile phones is nearly double the size of the
population. Young people especially are using blogs and microblogs to bypass the
censorship of the state-controlled media. They raise urgent issues such as the need for
land reform, corruption, religious persecution, environmental degradation, border
issues with China, democracy and human rights, all of which Vietham must eventually
address if it wants to be prosperous. And party rule is implicated in the problems on all
these fronts.

Decrying its critics as “lackeys of hostile forces,” as Hanoi is wont to do, doesn’t dent
their appeal. That leaves blunt repression coupled with the hope that foreign leaders
won’t notice, or will find it convenient to take Hanoi’s broad assurances of reform at
face value instead of probing deeper.

Another tactic is to tolerate the emergence of “disposable” political parties to create a
veneer of multi-party democracy. Hanoi used this strategy in 2006 when Vietham was
bidding for membership of the World Trade Organization and hosting the Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation summit in Hanoi. Three political parties were created in the run-
up to APEC- and were immediately disbanded and their leaders arrested in February
2007 after Hanoi obtained its goals. The creation of a Social Democratic Party this
summer by communist veteran turned dissident Le Hieu Dang may well suffer the
same fate.

That makes it particularly important for foreign leaders not to be snookered. There are
encouraging signs, such as the persistence with which U.S. lawmakers have criticized
the regime for its treatment of dissidents such as Mr. Le or blogger Dieu Cay.

The regime needs the outside world economically and politically, both to boost trade
and investment and to lend support as the South China Sea becomes a strategic
flashpoint. The people of Vietnam need the outside world to condition that support on
substantive reforms.

Mr. Vo Van Ai is president of Qué Me: Action for Democracy in Vietnam.

3/3


http://www.tcpdf.org

