HUMAN

RIGHTS
WATCH

The United Sates and Vietnam: Examining the Bilateral Relationship
Testimony before tBenate Foreign Relations Subcommittee on East
Asian andPacific Affairs

Sophie Richardson
Asia Advocacy Director, Human Rights Watch

March 12, 2008

The bilateral relationship between the United States and Vietnam has
steadily improved during the last 20 years. In 1994 the U .S lifted its trade
embargo on Vietnam, normalizing relations in 1995. The two countries
exchanged ambassadors in 1997 and signed a Bilateral T rade Agreement
in 2001.

During the last two years trade, foreign policy and security ties have

grown dramatically, with the U .S, and Vietnam conducting historic, high -

level state visits with each other, resuming an annual human rights

dialogue, and embar  king on military and anti  -terror collaboration. The

week of President Bushds Novensbikedits2006 vi sit
designation of Vietham as a Country of Particular Concern for religious

freedom violations. Foll owinrgdTrddeet namds entr
Organization in January 2007, the U .S granted Vietnam permanent

normal trade relations status.

While economic engagement and other aspects of the bilateral

relationship betweentheU .Sand Vi etnam flourish, Vietnam
human rights h as taken a sharp turn for the worse. As a state party to the

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), Vietnam is

obligated to protect basic rights and freedoms. This is all the more



important now that Vietnam has been elected to a two -year seat on the
United Nations Security Council.

Arbitrary Arrest, Torture, Detention, and Unfair Trials

Article 14 of the ICCPR states that no one shall be subjected to arbitrary
arrest or detention. Anyone arrested or detained on a criminal charge
shall be brought promptly before a judicial officer and is entitled to trial
within a reasonable time or to release.

Since mid -2006, the Viethamese government has arrested and imprisoned
more than 40 peaceful activists, including human rights defenders,

ind ependent trade union leaders, opposition political party members,

members of unsanctioned religious groups, and underground publishers.
Religious leaders who have advocated for respect for human rights,

democratic reforms and land rights, or who have parti cipat ed in peaceful
demonstrations, have also been imprisoned. 1

These new prisoners join more than 350 religious and political prisoners
sentenced to prison since 2001, mostly Montagnard Christians from the
Central Highlands. Buddhist monks from the banne d Unified Buddhist
Church of Vietnam, including its top two leaders, remained confined to

their monasteries under oOpagoda arrest.

There is compelling evidence of torture and other mistreatment of
detainees. Prison conditions are extremely harsh and fall far short of
international standards. We have received reports of solitary confinement
of detainees in cramped, dark, unsanitary cells and of police beating,
kicking, and using electric shock batons on detainees, or allowing inmates
or prison gangs to carr Yy out beatings of fellow prisoners with impunity.

1Religious leaders imprison ed for non - violent political activities or participation in peaceful demonstrations

include ethnic Khmer Buddhists, evangelical Christians, and Roman Catholic priest Nguyen Van Ly.
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We are submitting for the record partial listings of people detained and
imprisoned in Vietnam.

No p olitical trials?

Vietnamese officials continue to publicly assert that there are no political
trials or prisoners of conscience in Vietham and that the only people who
are arrested are those who have violated Vietnamese laws.

In a press briefing last month, Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesman Le
Dzung asserted once againlthlkatactkldeomwea 6i ¢ akn o ¢
place in Vietnam and that no one is arrested for their political or religious

beliefs. 0The State of Vietnam al ways respec
democracy of all <citizens, d he said.
In Vietnam people can be sent to prison for exe rcising their basic rights to

peaceful expression, association, and assembly. This is in violation of
international human rights conventions to which Vietnam is a state party,
such as the ICCPR.

Vietnambds Penal Cavbe dleids tosh avt a gpanedl ryisneecsur i t y
under which peaceful critics have been imprisoned, such as conducting
propaganda against the government (article 8

freedomso6 of speech, press, belief, religion
oinfringe upon teheStianteedr gsatrst iacfl et 258); ound
unity policeod(aruptieg8spcurityd (article &
di sorder 6 (article 245), and oO0spyingdé (artic

In addition, Vietnamese law continues to authorize arbitrary detention
without tri al. Administrative detention decree 31/CP was repealed in 2007,
but a more repressive law, Ordinance 44, authorizes placing people
suspected of threatening national security under house arrest or in
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detention without trial in Social Protection Centers, reh abilitation camps,
or mental hospitals.

A recently leaked internal document from the Communist Party of

Vietham (VCP)unequi vocally establishes that opol.i
conducted in Vietnam. | quote from a translation of the confidential

document, whi ch we have determined to be authentic. It details the

conclusions of a Politburo meeting of August 6, 2007:

Recently, the disposition of these political trials has achieved
some degree of success. It has the purpose of making an
example or of teachinga  lesson, to effectively prevent the
contrarian political activities of the enemy forces while they
are still in the embryonic stages, not allowing them to publicly
establish themselves in the country to organize violent
insurrection, in order to overthrow t  he rule of the people.

Therefore, we need to fortify the security measures to ensure

our political stability, peaceful order in society and to protect

the rule of socialism, to resolutely contribute to the economic

and social development, to build a poli tical system and

promote the strength of the whole solidarity bloc of our

nati onds popul ace, to ensure the perpetua
socialism. Our teams of cadres and soldiers who specialize in

the ad -hoc task forces have made efforts in the handling of

the political trials...

However, the quality and effectiveness of the execution of
political cases have not met the requirements to enable the
struggle to prevent and deal with these c

In the near term, the reactionary anti -state activities fr om
both inside and outside the country will continue unabated
and resolute. They will conspire with ruses and innovative and
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refined methods, armed with insidious intentions in order to
successfully organize loyal opposition parties inside the
country to p rovide support for their radical and extremist
counterparts to utilize international forums on democracy

and human rights, religions and races to strengthen their
reputation, slander and make false accusation against the
state in our national policy regard  ing the great solidarity of
our people; they will increase domestic infiltration activities,
conducting espionage inside various central and local
agencies. They will utilize IT [information technology] and
telecommunication in their intention to seek the destruction
of socialism. Therefore, to fight and defeat the attack plot of
the enemy forces is our first line of defense, urgent and
immediate. Long -term, difficult and complex tasks still lie
ahead requiring the effort of the whole Party and the people,
where we cannot be vague, drop our guard or leaning to the
right in this efforteée.

The administrative execution of the arrests, prosecution and
trials of these reactionary and opportunist elements is
necessary but it needs to be weighed carefully on many
fronts; to apply uniformly various fighting measures and
techniques such as political, rhetorical, argumentative and
professional, which at once should be firm, responsive and
intelligent: to expose the plot and nature of the enemy forces,
to isolate the re calcitrant leaders, to wrest the people who
are being pulled by the other side and try to win their
sympathy, to limit the spread of false ideas in the population
about democracy, human rights, religious freedom, which
impacts negatively on the Party and t he State foreign policy. 2

2yietnam Communist Party, oNotice: @6aeminglaisiagthe qualiyfandt he Pol i ti cal Par
ef fectiveness in the execution of the political trials in the fac
2007. Di sseminated by the Peoplebs Democratic Party in February 2
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The Politburo congratulates the public security police for cleverly handling

some of these oOoOpolitical 6 cases while noting
other cases, most notably instances in which defendants were able to

respond strongly during their trials.

Finally, the Politburo spells out the order that opposition political parties
are to be netisabsautely reeessary notlto let it happen that
political opposition arties be established.

Arrests and t rials continue

While high -profile arrests may appear to have abated recently, this is in

part due to the fact the most of the opposition parties, independent trade
unions, and pro -democracy bulletins that emerged during the brief

opening of the political space in Vietnam in 2006 have now been forced
underground or collapsed after their key leaders and founders were

imprisoned, decided to cease their activities or engage in self -censorship,
or were forced to flee the country.

The government continues  to try to silence its critics by isolating them,
cutting their phone lines, monitoring their i nternet usage, keeping them
under surveillance, having them removed from their jobs, and subjecting
them to verbal abuse in public meetings orchestrated by authorities or

phy sical attacks by police or civilians working on their behalf.

Despite the sense of relative calm in recent weeks, however, the arrests,
harassment and political trials of activists have not stopped.

We have learned that just last week, Ms . Bui Kim Thanh, champion of the

farmersd® movement for settlement of | and con
opposition Dang Dan Chu 21 (Democracy 21) party, was arrested by

police once again, on March 6, and involuntarily committed to Bien Hoa

mental hospital. She was previo usly involuntarily committed at the same

36 T Utyl” ikhong L ©c LWx[yravi’ cthanh| dp cac Llngchinhtr " Lildp . 6
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