Vietnam among the Powers: Struggle

and Cooperation

Mark Manyin

Like other countries in East Asia, Vietnam has had to cope with a changed
strategic and economic environment forged by China’s rise and growing
competition between China and Japan. Although Vietnam’s relationship
with China is its most important, Vietnamese leaders have sought to hedge
against becoming too dependent on and vulnerable to China by boosting
relations with other powers, particularly the United States, Japan, and
India. Notably, over the past several years, Vietham and Japan have
expanded their relationship beyond the economic sphere that previously
had dominated. Pushed together by the two countries’ heightened sense
of threat from China, Hanoi and Tokyo have accelerated their strategic
cooperation.

The primary variable affecting the pace and extent of future Vietnam—
Japan relations is the Vietnam—China relationship. The more intense the
threat Vietnamese leaders feel from China’s actions, the more likely they
are to pursue improved strategic relations with Japan. This was shown
during the spring and summer of 2014, when longstanding tensions
between Vietnam and China over competing territorial claims in the
South China Sea flared after the state-owned China National Offshore
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stronger relations with outside powers. On the other hand, wariness of
provoking a stronger Chinese response has led Hanoi to take these steps
cautiously and incrementally. Indeed, the state of the Sino-Vietnamese
relationship appears to be the primary variable influencing the pace and
scope of Vietnam’s partnerships with these other powers.

In many ways, this hedging strategy has been in place for nearly 30
years. Since the mid-to-late 1980s, Vietnamese leaders have essentially
pursued a four-pronged national strategy: 1) focus on economic develop-
ment through market-oriented reforms; 2) advance good relations with
Southeast Asian neighbors that provide Vietnam with economic partners,
diplomatic friends, and—through ASEAN—the institutional vehicle to
promote its desire for middle-power influence; 3) deepen its relationship
with China; and 4) simultaneously seek counter-weights to Chinese ambi-
tion and influence by expanding relations with the United States, but also
with other powers such as Japan and India.’

This strategic approach reflected a central lesson learned from the Cold
War period: Hanoi’s interests were often ill-served by leaning on one
external power and heavily toward one side in great power rivalries.” In
1978, amidst deteriorating relations with China and after the failure of
rapprochement attempts with the United States, Vietnam formed an
alliance with the Soviet Union. Combined with its invasion of Cambodia
that same year (in response to the communist Cambodian government’s
incursions into its territory), Vietnam, in short order, found itself with few
friends outside of Moscow. Its isolation played a role in the disastrous
deterioration of its centrally planned economy over the coming decade, a
point that was brought home when Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev
began to cut back on Soviet patronage.

In response, Vietnamese leaders adopted the landmark Politburo
Resolution no. 13 of May 1988, consolidated as doctrine three years
later during the Seventh National Congress of the Vietnam Communist
Party (VCP), which called for Vietnam to “diversify and multi-lateralize
economic relations with all countries and economic organizations. . . and
become the friend of all countries in the world community.”® Turning
away from reliance on the Soviet Union, it instead would follow an
omnidirectional foreign policy orientation, necessary to secure ecConomic
development. This maximized Vietnam’s space for maneuver by cultivat-
ing as many interdependent ties as possible, a “clumping bamboo” strat-
egy—Dbehaving like bamboo that will easily fall when standing alone, but
will remain standing strong when growing in clumps.*
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Vietnam’s Governing Structure

In Vietnam, the Vietnamese Communist Party (VCP) sets the general
direction for policy, while the details of implementation generally are
left to the four lesser pillars of the Vietnamese polity: the state bureau-
cracy,the legislature (the National Assembly), the Vietnamese People’s
Army (VPA), and the officially sanctioned associations and organiza-
tions that exist under the Vietnamese Fatherland Front umbrella. The
Party’s major decision-making bodies are the Central Committee,
which has 175 members, and the Politburo, which has 16 members.

Over the ensuing years, Vietnam withdrew its forces from Cambodia,
repaired its relations with Beijing and the United States, joined ASEAN|
and expanded contacts with virtually all countries. Starting in 2001, it
expanded its approach by pursuing “strategic partnerships” and “compre-
hensive partnerships” with various countries that its lecaders deemed
important to achieving the goal of integrating with the global community
(see Table 1). Ideologically, this evolution in diplomatic strategy was
made possible, among other steps, by guidance adopted in 2003 by the
VCP Central Committee’s Eighth Plenum, which directed Vietnam to
“cooperate” with outside powers for mutual benefit when interests con-
verge and to “struggle” with them when they challenge Vietnam’s
national interests, such as one-party rule and human rights.”

Vietnam’s strategy has worked best when tensions with its neighbors are
not inflamed and great power rivalries in Southeast Asia remained muted,
especially when Vietnam and China are able to insulate their territorial
tensions from other aspects of the relationship and, likewise, when a zero-
sum competition in the region is kept to a minimum. However, the contra-
dictions in Vietnam’s so-called “omnidirectional” approach are many and
appear to have become increasingly ditficult to manage as China has become
more assertive and a Cold War-type environment has settled on the region.

SINO-VIETNAMESE RELATIONS

Over the past decade, Sino-Vietnam relations have followed seemingly
contradictory trends, and China acts as both a push and a pull factor on
Vietnam’s relations with other countries.® This dynamic of ambivalent
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Table 1 Partial List of Vietnam’s Strategic and Comprehensive Partnerships

Country Date
Russia 2001
Japan 2006
India 2007
China 2008
Australia* 2009
Venezuela* 2008
New Zealand* 2009
South Korea 2009
Spain 2009
United Kingdom 2010
Germany 2011
Denmark* 2013
France 2013
Indonesia 2013
Italy 2013
Singapore 2013
Thailand 2013
Ukraine* 2013
United States* 2013

* Indicates comprehensive partnership.

Sonrces: Huong Le Thu, “Bumper Harvest in 2013 for Vietnamese Diplomacy,” ISEAS Perspective, 5;
Carl Thayer, “Vietnam on the Road to Global Integration: Forging Strategic Partnerships Through
International Security Cooperation,” Oral Presentation to the Opening Plenary Session Fourth
International Vietnam Studies Conference, Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences and Vietnam National
University, Hanoi, November 26-30, 2012; and various news sources.

Sino-Vietnamese relations is nothing new. They have a long history of
struggle and cooperation, and Vietnamese have tended to view China as
both a role model and a potential threat. China ruled Vietnam for over
1000 years until Vietnam successfully fought for its independence in the
year 939. China ruled Vietnam from 1407 to 1428, until another rebellion
drove it out. Despite this restoration of independence, Ming China con-
tinued to exert a profound influence on Vietnamese culture and govern-
ance, particularly among the elite.

After China’s Communists defeated Chinese Nationalist forces in 1949,
Beijing was an important patron for Vietnamese Communists who fought
first against French colonial rule and then against South Vietnam and the
United States; however, even then relations often were strained. Many
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Vietnamese Communists felt betrayed whenever the People’s Republic of
China appeared to pursue its interests at their expense. Long-repressed
tensions resurfaced in the 1970s, coinciding with the US military with-
drawal from Vietnam in 1973 and communist Vietnamese forces’ defeat ot
the US-backed Republic of Vietnam in 1975. China scized the Paracel
Islands (which it calls the Xisha Islands) from Vietnam in 1974, and it
sought to limit Vietnamese influence in Cambodia, which also had terri-
torial disputes with Vietnam. In early 1979, following Vietnam’s alliance
with the Soviet Union and invasion of Cambodia, China attacked Vietnam
for a two-month period, in a brief, but bloody, border conflict, during
which the two sides severed relations. Vietnamese forces exacted an unex-
pected heavy toll on Chinese troops. Military skirmishes continued during
the 1980s across their disputed land border.

Hanoi’s move to repair relations resulted in rapid normalization of
official and party-to-party relations in 1990. Thereafter, efforts continued
to maintain good overall relations with its northern neighbor, despite
ongoing tensions over competing claims in the South China Sea.
Particularly notable were a 1999 agreement to demarcate the countries’
land border and a demarcation and fishing cooperation agreement for the
Gulf of Tonkin a year later. In 2008, Vietnam and China formed a
strategic partnership, which was upgraded to a “comprehensive strategic
cooperative partnership” the following year.

By the time these partnership arrangements were formalized, China had
re-solidified its status as Vietnam’s most important bilateral partner.
Maintaining stability and friendship with its northern neighbor is critical
for Vietnam’s economic development and security. China has emerged as
Vietnam’s largest trading partner (see Fig. 1), albeit one with which
Vietnam runs a large (and rising) trade deficit.” Tourism has mushroomed,
with nearly two million—over a quarter of all foreign visitors—Chinese
visiting Vietnam in 2013, more than double the number in 2005 (see
Fig. 2). China is also an ideological bedfellow, as well as a role model for
allowing more market forces without threatening the Communist Party’s
dominance. Vietnam and China see most global issues through the same
lens, and during Vietnam’s two-year stint as a non-permanent member of
the Security Council from 2008 to 2009, they generally adopted similar
positions. Hosting Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi in 2008, Prime Minister
Nguyen Tan Dung remarked that “the mountains and rivers of Vietnam
and China are adjacent, cultures similar, ideologies shared, and destinies
interrelated.”® Until the oil rig crisis of 2014, many Vietnamese officials
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Fig. 1 Vietnam’s Major Trading Partners, 2012

Source: General Statistics Office of Vietnam

said that aside from their South China Sea disputes, bilateral relations were
proceeding smoothly.

Moreover, the VCP and Chinese Communists Party have maintained
strong connections, including over the past five years when bilateral ten-
sions have mounted over competing South China Sea claims. These party-
to-party ties provide a vehicle for managing relations that Vietnam lacks
with Japan or the United States, depriving both countries of a window
into its innermost decision-making circles.

STRATEGIC DYNAMICS

Despite these expanding ties, Vietnam’s historical ambivalence and suspi-
cions of China have increased due to concerns that China’s expanding
influence in Southeast Asia is having a negative effect on Vietnam. The
most significant of these have been the two countries’ unresolved maritime
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Fig. 2 Foreign Visitors to Vietnam from China

Source: Vietnam General Statistics Office, reprinted by Vietnam National Administration of
Tourism

disputes in the South China Sea. Even before the 2014 oil rig crisis, China
had taken a number of actions to assert its claims since 2007, including
reportedly warning Western energy companies not to work with Vietnam
to explore or drill in disputed waters, announcing plans to develop dis-
puted islands as tourist destinations, and cutting sonar cables trailed by
seismic exploration vessels working in disputed waters for PetroVietnam.
For its part, Vietnam has stepped up its presence in the disputed areas;
since 2005, it has been active in soliciting bids for the exploration and
development of oftshore oil and gas blocks oft its central coast and in areas
disputed with China, and Vietnam’s last two Five-Year Plans, which
covered the years 2006-2011 and 2011-2016, placed a strong emphasis
on offshore energy development. Both Vietnam and China have seized
fishing boats and harassed ships operating in the disputed waters.

In keeping with their belief in the need to struggle as well as cooperate,
concerns over perceived Chinese encroachment have led Vietnamese lea-
ders to take steps to lessen their vulnerability to Chinese influence.
According to Vietnam’s most recent Defense Ministry White Paper,
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released in 2009, Vietnam’s defense budget increased by nearly 70 percent
between 2005 and 2008.” In a move widely interpreted as related to
increased maritime tensions, Vietnam in 2009 signed contracts to pur-
chase billions of dollars of new military equipment from Russia, including
six Kilo-class submarines that have begun to arrive.

In 2010, Vietnam used its one-year term ASEAN chair to internatio-
nalize the disputes, in the hopes it would force China to negotiate in a
multilateral setting, rather than Beijing’s preferred bilateral manner. The
Vietnamese campaign targeted the United States and Japan; a new level of
cooperation was seen during the July 2010 ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF) meeting in Hanoi. Secretary of State Clinton, Vietnamese
Foreign Minister Khiem, Japanese Foreign Minister Okada Katsuya, and
counterparts from nine other nations, including several ASEAN members,
raised the issue of South China Sea. Clinton said that freedom of naviga-
tion on the sea is a US “national interest” and that the United States
opposes the use or threat of force by any claimant. She added that
“legitimate claims to maritime space in the South China Sea should be
derived solely from legitimate claims to land features,” which many inter-
preted as an attack on the basis of China’s claims to the entire sea.'”
Though Okada did not go as far as her, he argued that the South China
Sea disputes were best handled in a multilateral setting.'" Chinese Foreign
Minister Yang Jiechi reportedly verbally attacked those who raised the
issue during the meeting.'

Since 2010, Vietnam has intensified its multipronged strategy toward
the South China Sea disputes. As Table 1 shows, it engaged in a flurry of
partnership diplomacy, adding the United States and several important
ASEAN countries. It also increased its push within ASEAN to negotiate a
multilateral code-of-conduct with China, and cooperation with the
Philippines, another claimant in the South China Sea disputes. A key
part of its clumping bamboo strategy has been to deepen military and
strategic cooperation and information sharing with Japan, e.g., prior to
the 2014 oil rig crisis, Vietnam reportedly proposed convening a trilateral
security dialogue with the United States and Japan.'®

Vietnam has simultaneously sought to avoid moving too fast to unduly
provoke China. After the 2010 flare-up of South China Sea tensions, e.g., it
sought to improve overall relations with China, both by managing their
maritime dispute and by compartmentalizing it. Between 2011 and May
2014, Hanoi and Beijing expanded high-level ties, signed an Agreement on
Basic Principles Guiding the Settlement of Maritime Issues, and negotiated a
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nuclear power plant in the 2020s. In 2013, Japanese companies became
Vietnam’s largest source of FDI, according to the Vietnamese government.

As part of both countries’ efforts to hedge against China’s rising power,
bilateral cooperation on strategic matters gradually increased, e.g., in
2010, they began annual “2+2” dialogues among senior foreign and
defense ministry officials, and in 2013, a MOU on defense cooperation
was signed, focusing on increasing cooperation in the areas of humanitar-
ian aid and disaster relief. Also in 2011, Phung Quang Thanh became the
first defense minister to visit Japan in 13 years.>® In 2013, the first vice-
ministerial defense talks were held, and Japan announced it would begin
providing non-lethal military assistance.?® Since at least the mid-2000s,
Vietnam has backed Japan’s bid to become a permanent member of the
United Nations Security Council, a step China has emphatically opposed.
However, such cooperation often appeared to be downplayed. For
instance, although Foreign Minister Okada Katsuya joined a coalition of
countries criticizing China’s actions at the July 2010 ARF meeting, an
October 2010 joint statement between Prime Ministers Dung and Kan
Naoto made no mention of maritime disputes. The statement, issued at
the end of Kan’s visit to Vietnam, occurred weeks after a major flare-up in
Japan’s territorial dispute with China over the Senkaku/Diaoyu islets,
perhaps indicating an unwillingness by one or both countries to rile
Beijing.?”

In contrast, by early 2014, neither country hesitated to mention
maritime cooperation or maritime disputes. Weeks before CNOOC
deployed its oil rig to the South China Sea, a joint statement announcing
the two sides’ agreement to upgrade relations to an “extensive strategic
partnership” prominently featured defense and maritime cooperation
near the top of the list of 69 items.”® In August, while visiting Hanoi,
Foreign Minister Kishida Fumio announced that Tokyo would provide
six used non-combatant patrol ships and “related equipment,” reportedly
radar, “for the enhancement of maritime law-enforcement capabilities of
Vietnam.” The two sides agreed to “accelerate” ongoing discussions of
Japan’s provision of new patrol vessels to Vietnam.”” So far, China’s
official public reaction to the deal appears to have been muted. Japanese
ship assistance had been discussed at least since December, during
Dung’s visit to Japan.

At least two changes account for the increased Vietnam—Japan strategic
cooperation. First, the two increasingly see a convergence of interests on
maritime issues. Notwithstanding improvements in Vietnam-China
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relations in 2013, as well as China’s decision to countenance multilateral
code-of-conduct talks with ASEAN, Vietnamese leaders appear to have
perceived the strategic environment as continuing to deteriorate, leading
them to deepen their cooperation with potential balancers such as Japan,
the United States (with which Vietnam signed a comprehensive partner-
ship in 2013), and India. According to a number of sources, the Haiyang
981 deployment only accentuated distrust toward China.* Increased
Chinese assertiveness over the Senkaku/Diaoyu led Japanese leaders
increasingly to see the South China and East China Sea disputes as part
of the same phenomenon.”’

Second, the changing power balance in East Asia has led Japanese
leaders to expand their network of partners beyond Japan’s US ally. In
particular, the growing threat perception from China prompted Japan to
vastly increase its defense diplomacy, an area that Japan had almost entirely
eschewed since the end of World War II. As Celine Pajon has documen-
ted, the process began during the Democratic Party of Japan government,
which relaxed Japan’s ban on military exports, increased security-oriented
official development assistance, and initiated a new military assistance
program.®> Abe has dramatically expanded Japanese defense diplomacy
and involvement in Southeast Asia security matters. In his first year in
office, Abe visited all ten ASEAN countries, and chose Vietnam to be the
first overseas visit. Under Abe, Japan also has increased security coordina-
tion with Australia and the Philippines, including an agreement to send
naval patrol vessels to Manila. The Abe government’s relaxation of Japan’s
longtime restrictions on arms exports and his government’s historic deci-
sion in July 2014 to ease Japan’s ban on participating in collective self-
defense (CSD) activities could open the door to sales of lethal defense
articles to and greater military cooperation with Southeast Asian coun-
tries.** One goal appears to be to obtain support from East Asian coun-
tries for this decision as the Japanese Diet undergoes the process of
debating legislation to implement it. Speaking at a press conference two
days after the Abe Cabinet announced its CSD decision, Foreign Ministry
spokesperson Le Hai Binh expressed cautious if ambiguous support,
reportedly stating, “Japan, as an influential country, would contribute to
regional peace and stability.”**

Unlike China, Japan triggers few, if any, sensitivities inside Vietnam.
Improving relations with Japan also has been less controversial than doing
so with the United States. This is not only because of the legacy of the
Vietnam War. Perhaps more important, Vietnamese conservatives suspect
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