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Vietnam and Cambodia are set to celebrate the 55th anniversary of diplomatic
relations on the 24th of June. We request your insights into the following five
questions:

Question 1: How important do you think it was to Vietnam and Cambodia when the
two countries established diplomatic relations on the 24th of June 19677

ANSWER: In 1967 the war in Vietnam was escalating as the United States poured more
ground troops into South Vietnam and sought to interdict the Ho Chi Minh Trail. At
the same time, the U.S. continued its air war over North Vietham.

Prince Norodom Sihanouk consistently followed the path of neutrality and non-
alignment since independence from France in 1953. However, neutrality was difficult
to maintain as the war in South Vietnam spilled over into Cambodia.

Prince Sihanouk made the correct assessment that in the long-term the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam would prevail and reunify the country. This led to the
establishment of diplomatic relations on 24 June 1967.

Question 2: What is your assessment regarding Vietnam’s role in liberating Cambodia
from the Khmer Rouge in 1979?

ANSWER: Vietnam was entirely justified under international law in exercising self-
defence against the Khmer Rouge who first attacked Vietnamese island territory in
1975. There was a brief hiatus in 1976 when both sides negotiated on border issues.
But in final quarter of 1976 and continuing into 1977-78, the Khmer Rouge stepped up
their aggression with cross-border attacks on Vietnamese villages. Vietham responded
by counter-attacking but this did not deter the Khmer Rouge who continued to
massacre Vietnamese living in the border area.

Vietnamese forces joined with Cambodians who fled the Khmer Rouge regime and
together liberated the country from the Khmer Rouge’s genocidal rule in late 1978-
early 1979.

Question 3: Cambodian leaders have repeatedly affirmed that without Vietnam’s help,
they would not have survived. What is your assessment of this?

ANSWER: | first visited Cambodia in August 1981 and returned regularly in the 1980s.
| met many Cambodian officials who had lived under the Khmer Rouge. | also visited



the mass graves of victims of the Khmer Rouge. If Vietham had not supported the
Cambodian forces opposing the Khmer Rouge the genocide would have continued and
hundreds of thousands of Cambodian would have perished. Cambodian leaders are
correct, they would not be alive today if Vietham had not intervened.

Question 4: What is your assessment regarding the development of Vietnam-
Cambodia relations over the past 55 years?

ANSWER: In 1989, | accompanied U.S. Senator Dick Clark on a fact-finding visit to
Cambodia just after Vietnam withdrew its military forces. Later, in May 1993, | was an
accredited observer for elections conducted under the United Nations Transitional
Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) in Kompong Thom province. | continued to make
regular visits to Cambodia since then.

There are two issues that have bedevilled bilateral relations, the demarcation of the
border between Vietnam and Cambodia and Cambodia’s treatment of the ethnic
Vietnamese community living in that country. At times relations have been tense due
to hyper-nationalism by Cambodians. Over the years these bilateral irritants have
been ameliorated.

Question 5: What is your view on the trend and prospects of Vietnam-Cambodia
relations in the years to come?

ANSWER: This year is the Vietham-Cambodia, Cambodia-Vietnam Friendship Year.

The general trend in the future will be carried out under the expression “good
neighbourliness, traditional friendship, comprehensive cooperation, and long-term
stability” adopted by both parties. For example, the demarcation of the land border is
eighty-four percent complete and both sides are striving to complete this process in
coming years now that both are recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic.

Special Economic Zones have sprung up along the border to facilitate mutually
beneficial trade to exceed S5 billion. Both sides will implement the Master Plan on
Vietham-Cambodia Economic Connectivity to 2030 and the Memorandum of
Understanding on Cooperation Strategy in the Transport Sector for the 2018-2025
period with a Vision to 2030.

Cambodian and Vietnamese military forces cooperate to repatriate the remains of
Vietnamese soldiers who were killed in the fighting against the Khmer Rouge.
Cambodian military officers continue to attend Vietnamese military training courses.

And Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos will continue to work together to develop the
Mekong sub-region.

Suggested citation: Carlyle A. Thayer, “Vietnam and Cambodia: 55™ Anniversary of
Diplomatic Relations,” Thayer Consultancy Background Brief, May 31, 2022. All
background briefs are posted on Scribd.com (search for Thayer). To remove yourself
from the mailing list type, UNSUBSCRIBE in the Subject heading and hit the Reply key.



Thayer Consultancy provides political analysis of current regional security issues and
other research support to selected clients. Thayer Consultancy was officially
registered as a small business in Australia in 2002.



