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Transparency Asa Factor in Decison-Making

Nguyen Ngoc Bich

In asat of recommendations given to President Bill Clinton before he left for Brunei and
Vietnam, Human Rights Watch- Asia has thisto say with regard to the question of transparency
in government. President Clinton should:

5. Encourage Vietnamto achieve greater transparency and accountability in itslega and
pend systems and continue to press for the establishment of an independent and impartia
judiciary. Pressfor accessfor international observers and independent monitorsto trids
and to persons held in prison or adminigrative detention.

6. Urge the Vietnamese government to end its censorship and control over the domestic
media, including the Internet and electronic communications, recognizing thet a free press
Isessentid in promoting civil and political rights. The government should consider
amending or repealing the 1999 press law and the 1993 Law on Publications, which limit
the right of the domestic and foreign press to report independently and accurately without
pendties or censorship.

While these two recommendations gpply only to the legd/pena system of present-day
Vietnam and its press and communications structure, | think they have greet relevance not only
to the whole range of bilatera issues between the United States and Vietnam, they are dso
essentid to the successful trangtion to a market economy--an essentia aim of Hanoi’s socio-
economic programme. That such areading is not wishful thinking on my part can be proven by
anumber of documents originating from Vietnam in recent years and months, including some
coming from the very ranks of the Communist Party members.

The cdl for lifting censorship and for alowing a private press and publication dates back

to the “unshackling days’ (“thoi coi troi”) proclaimed by Nguyen Van Linh in October 1987.

Y et they never materidized, and irony of ironies, even the Party secretary-genera who cdled
for “unbending one's pen,” Nguyen Van Linh himsdlf had to stop doing his column “Tak and
Act” (“Noi VaLam,” theinitids of which were NVL, the same asits author’s) which ran for a
while in Nhan Dan (“The Peopl€’), the very organ of the Central Committee of the Communist
Party of Vietnam (CPV). This showsto which extent the structure of the Vietnamese mediaiis
dill amedievd, feudaistic sructure, or worse. For even in the darkest days of imperia China
there were private presses and norn-government publications, including journas.

Hanh Trinh Cuoi Dong (“A Trip at the End of Winter”) is the name of abook by Tieu
Dao Bao Cu of the so-cdled “Ddat group” of dissdentswhich tells of atrip taken in late 1990



by the author together with Bui Minh Quoc (the poet) and Huu Loan (a poet whose fame dates
from the days of the Nhan Van-Gia Pham affairs of 1956-58). The trip took them from Dalat
al the way to Hanoi in an attempt to enlist other writers and intellectuals in a common effort to
demand more freedom of expresson in Vietnam. Thetrip put them in touch with nearly one
hundred intellectual workers throughout the country, who al expressed their solidarity with the
common cause, but it ended up in failure because of the very strong pressure put on them by the
government and Party to dissociate from the movement.

This setback shows that Hanoi’ s was not yet in a“thawing” mood as was the casein
Khrushchev's Russia, in other words nowhere near “the end of winter” hinted in the title of the
book but the initial motivation is ill there, as can be seen in the repested cdls ever since for the
samerights. Last year, following the cal by Ha S Phu and Bui Minh Quoc, both of the “Ddat
group,” for the dlowance of only one privatdy-owned newspaper, Generd Tran Do, the former
ideologica chief of the CPV, wrote to the government asking that he--obvioudy a very well-
trained ideologue in the communist mold--be alowed to have his own paper. Thiswas
followed afew months later by arequest emitting from the banned Unified Buddhist Church of
Vietnam: -the request came from the pen of the Most Venerable Thich Quang Do--that they be
dlowed to come up with amonthly Buddhist publication that would serve the purpose of
spreading the message of Buddha and incidentally to correct al the misconceptions (not to say
lies) that have been spread in government publications about Vietnamese Buddhism in generd
and about the UBCV in particular. All these callsfor only one privately-owned, non-
government publication, leaving gill intact the government monopoly of other media (such as
radio or televison), must seem pitiful, if not totaly ridiculous, to someone like us herein
America

Y et that isthe redlity of Vietnam today. In the preparations for the upcoming Ninth
Party Congressto be held in March 2001, the CPV has caled for comments and contributions
to the politica platform of the Party which has been circulated in draft form since August this
year. Some of these comments and contributions have been lesked abroad and thusit was how
we learned that four letters to the Politburo have come from the pen of Mr. Le Gian, 88, one of
the revered “ elder revolutionaries’ il dive (he was dso the founder of Hanoi’ sintelligence
service dating from World War 11 days), while severd others came from such veteran party
members as Nguyen Manh Son of Haiphong and VVu Minh Ngoc of Hanoi or eminent
intellectua figures like the geophysicist Nguyen Thanh Giang. These comments and
contributions dedl with many issues, of course, most prominently among them the questions of
corruption and backwardness, but a couple of them ded directly with the question of
transparency in government. It isthe very opaqueness of the system, argues Nguyen Manh
Son, which isthe very cause of dl theills of present-day Vietnam, including unprecedented
corruption and total government inefficiency. Nguyen Manh Son's arguments are so cogently
expressed that | think it's best to quote him directly:



As everybody knows, freedom is the sine qua non of evolution, the very foundetion of
progress and development. A society will not develop without freedom and democracy.
Furthermore, freedom is dso what people aspireto. Uncle Ho himself said: ‘ Independenceis
meaningless when it is not accompanied by freedom and happiness’

It is precisaly because of thisthat Article 4 of our 1946 Condtitution and Article 69 of the
Socidist Republic of Vietnam [1992] Condtitution said: ‘A citizen is entitled to hisher freedom
of expression, freedom of the press, freedom of information, freedom of assembly and
association, and freedom to demonstrate in accordance with the stipulations of the law.’

Who would say that Vietnam does not have freedom of the press? Isn't it afact that
we have a present 600 newspapers and periodica publications in the whole country? This
reminds me of the time when the late Secretary-Generd Le Duan went and visited some
agriculturad cooperativesin Kien Thuy digrict. The didrict officids put crabsin the cand,
borrowed pigs from private homes and let them run in the cooperatives pigsties; moved fancy
furniture into the homes of war-wounded veterans (which were on Mr. Le Duan’sitinerary).
The journaists who accompanied him knew everything, they knew the whole truth about it, yet
they dl took pictures and wrote glorioudy about the success of grand-scale coops, and about
the ever-risng standards of living of the people.

Then we had the Thal Binh affair of afew yearsago [1997]. It wasavery serious
unrest yet did we have any press article that spoke about the Situation so that the Center could
take care of it in time? Then we have the other scandas like Nam Dinh Textile Corporation, the
Tan Truong Sanh and Epco-Minh Phung corruption cases. What did we hear preceding their
collgpse but encomiumsin the press about how enlightened the leaders of these places were as
they acted on behalf of the workers' interest? Thusto find one newspaper that daresto talk
graight, that dares to tell the truth about policies that are not in conformity with objective laws,
or that are not serving the people or the country’ s interests, one newspaper that would dare to
gpesk up on behdf of citizens unjudtly arrested or unfairly tried in court Smply because they
have opinions that differ from the orthodox line... is something rare indeed.

So by now, one can affirm with confidence that a society without privately-owned
newspapers and presses cannot be said to be a democratic society and that acitizenin such a
society cannot be said to be free (even if we only talk about relative freedom).

In January 1998, Mr. Huu Tho, head of the Ideological and Cultura Committee of the CPV
Centrd Committee, gave atalk entitled “ Resolution 4 of the Central Committee Plenumisan
extremely important one on the economic front in the Doi Moi era” A passagein that tak
reads:

‘Thirdly, the peopl€ s rights to being masters are not being promoted. The dogan ‘The
people know, the people discuss, the people do and the people review’ which has been
formulated since the Sixth Party Congress of 1986 has yet to be made concrete, even as of now



eleven years later. We say the people are entitled to know, then what information are they
entitled to? We say the people are entitled to discuss, then what are they entitled to do s0?
The people are entitled to do, to work, now that’'s clear, but when we say that they are entitled
to review, then what do they review, who do they review and through which mechanism do they
do s0? After deven yearsthat dogan remains adogan, thereis not one sngle mechanismin
place for them to redize their rights. Aslong as we do not have democratic mechanismsin
place, one cannot say that the people are the masters.’

Dear Mr. Huu Tho, in fact we do. All that remainsto be done is that we gpply to the letter
Article 69 of the Condtitution and right away, we would redlize the people s rights to freedom
and democracy.

Lacking freedom and democracy is aso one of the main causes of such calamities as
corruption, high-handedness, unfair treetment of the masses and increased injustice in society.

Besides the freedom of expression and freedom of the press, a democratic regime must
be expressed through dectora freedom. The organs of power must be fredly eected through
direct and periodica dections. In such arule of law society, every politica party, religion, or
mass organizetion is no more than a civil association thet is on the Sde of the citizens, if thereis
leadership therein it is only an internd leadership, such leadership should not assume the ‘leading
roleé in society. Theleading role in society can only be assumed by the powers that be as
elected by the whole citizenry. The people cannot possibly entrust their fate to an organization
over which they have no control.

The Communist Party of Vietnam is congtitutionally defined as the one and only party in
power, in which case there is no possibility of our country becoming arule of law society. Such
asociety in the long range will not be able to adjust itsdlf to the demands of industridization and
of the market economy, and the people in such a society cannot possibly enjoy true freedom
and democracy.

It is clear from the above that there are people in Vietnam, nay, even insde the CPV,
who see through the fog of present-day Vietnam and redlize what is needed not only to bring the
country into the twenty-firg century, attuned to the modern world and responding to the
demands of our information age, of the knowledge economy and of the democratic trends on
our planet. Nguyen Manh Son isnot alongly voice in the desert. He may be one of the more
aticulate voices in Vietnam but there are clearly many more, both inside and outside the CPV,
North and South, who share hisvison. Itisavison with which the oversess Vietnamese and, |
believe, even the foreign businessmen who contemplate doing businessin Vietram now that the
U.S.-Vietnam Bilaterd Trade Pact is about to become operative, cannot but share. For it isnot
amatter of ideology so much as plain common sense.

In the latest report on Vietnam by Human Rights Watch- Asa, the following is noted:
“Despite government repression, severd dissdents have issued critical public statements during



the last year, though, typicaly, they have been able to do so only on the Internet and primarily
reach an overseas audience. On May 19 [incidentdly, the presumed birthdate of Ho Chi
Minh], five prominent dissdentsissued a public gpped to the National Assembly for greeter
democracy, the withdrawal of charges againgt fellow dissdent Ha S Phu [of the ‘Ddat group’],
and the reped of Adminidtrative Detention Decree 31/CP. In April, Thich Huyen Quang,
supreme patriarch of the UBCV, who remains under pagoda arrest in Quang Ngal province,
issued a letter to the party leadership calling for grester religious freedom.”

To conclude, it ssems to me that a convergence of opinionsis codescing in Vietham
cdling for grester trangparency, more freedom and democracy. It isa codition of sortsamong
people of very different backgrounds, from the North and from the South, from insde and
outside the Communigt Party of Vietnam, from rdigious and atheist backgrounds, from insde
and outsde of Vietnam. A truerevolution is thus shaping up in Vietnam, one thet istruly pacific
because it is a changing paradigm of the mind, and as both Lenin and the Buddha have noticed,
al true revolutions begin in the mind, in the heart. * Manopubbangama dhamma --
manosettha manomaya” :”Mind is the forerunner of dl actions. All deeds are led by mind,
created by mind.” (The Dhammapada)



