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in recent years, Vietnam has again been highlighted on the world map due to 
its impressive economic achievements and rapidly growing international stand-
ing and prestige. largely isolated just 20 years ago, Vietnam began to open up, 
slowly at first and then dramatically, following the doi moi (renovation) policy 
reforms adopted in 1986. Vietnam has placed great emphasis on economic devel-
opment and the diversification and expansion of its foreign relations over the last 
two decades, considering them to be the fundamental prerequisites for Vietnam’s 
integration into the world community.  

Vietnam in 1991 declared its goal to be the friend of all nations irrespective of 
their sociopolitical regimes, striving for peace, stability, and the development of 
social progress. Subsequent to normalizing relations with China in 1991, Vietnam 
joined the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1995, establish-
ing diplomatic ties with the United States and signing a Framework Cooperation 
agreement with the european Union that same year. Vietnam now enjoys full 
diplomatic relations with 173 countries, including all major powers and repre-
senting all regional groupings, and is an active member of various international 
economic and political fora such as Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), the East Asian Summit (EAS), and the 
Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). In October 2007 Vietnam was elected to the UN 
Security Council as a non-permanent member by a near-unanimous vote.  

broadening international relations, supported by the rapid evolution of relevant 
policy and regulatory regimes at home, have resulted in remarkable economic 
growth; Vietnam’s total bilateral trade for 2007 was $107 billion, and foreign 
direct investment (FDI) inflows for 2006 and 2007 surged significantly to $12.7 
billion and $20.3 billion, respectively. the Un Conference on trade and devel-
opment (UNCTAD) designated Vietnam as one of the 10 best destinations for 
foreign investment in 2007. and against an international trend of diminishing 
ODA levels Vietnam continues to receive large commitments of official develop-
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ment assistance (ODA)—$4.4 billion in 2006 and $5.4 billion 
in 2007—signaling the faith of foreign donors in the coun-
try’s ongoing economic development. overall gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth ranks second only to China, soaring 
more than 10-fold in 20 years from $80 per capita in 1986 to 
$835 in 2007. The portion of the population living in poverty 
has dropped sharply from 56 percent to 18 percent over this 
period, causing the United nations to recognize Vietnam as 
one of the countries with the quickest pace of progress in pov-
erty reduction.  

Vietnam is cultivating extremely good relations across the 
board despite the increasingly complex challenges the world 
has seen since the turn of the century. Vietnam has set a goal 
of becoming an industrialized country by 2020 and to this end 
must do more to assure the international community of its en-
during commitment to further reform and increased transpar-
ency and predictability in its public policy. out of friendship, 
Vietnam is leading with its best foot forward by publicly pro-
nouncing its intention to serve as a reliable partner to all who 
wish to do business with it.  

Vietnam’s diplomacy is conspicuously more proactive; at 
international and regional forums, Vietnam has consistently 
set forth clear positions on a wide range of issues previously 
considered not to be national priorities, thus contributing to 
the formulation of policy and setting the international rules of 
the game. Vietnam was one of the first countries to push for a 
“code of conduct” in the Eastern (South China) Sea that sets 
forth norms and governs the behavior of all parties to con-
flicting territorial claims. With its steadily growing economic 
strength, Vietnam is likewise progressively assuming more 
responsibility regarding policy elaboration as well as financial 
and human resource contributions, actively playing its part 
in building the aSean community and showing its fellow 
member countries a real willingness to cooperate in asserting 
the association’s role as the most important regional entity. 
Vietnam actively took part in constructing the aSean Char-
ter, and quickly ratified it just a few months after its birth. 

 as a representative from aSean and east asia on the Un 
Security Council, Vietnam currently serves as chair of the 
1132 Committee on Sierra Leone, and vice chair of the 1533 
Committee on Congo, the 1636 Committee on lebanon, and 
the antiterrorism Committee. Vietnam has actively supported 
the promotion and maintenance of international peace and 
security, the resolution of conflicts and crises such as those 
in Kosovo, the ivory Coast, east timor, and Sudan, and the 
promotion of equitable socioeconomic development. Vietnam 
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SoutheASt ASIA polICy In FoCuS

assistant Secretary of State Christopher hill visited in-
donesia (Jakarta and Bali) and Singapore from April 4 
to april 8. transcripts of his remarks during the trip can 
be found here.

In his April 9 confirmation hearing to become the first 
U.S. ambassador for aSean affairs, deputy assistant 
Secretary of State Scot marciel noted that one of his top 
priorities is to prod aSean to press burma’s military 
junta to embrace democratic reforms. his testimony is 
available here.

Secretary of health and human Services michael 
leavitt visited indonesia, Singapore, and Vietnam 
from April 14 to 18 to discuss strengthening bilateral 
cooperation in health affairs. Secretary leavitt’s blog 
entries from his trip are available here.

On April 25, the U.S. Senate voted to award Burmese 
pro-democracy leader aung San Suu Kyi the Con-
gressional Gold medal, its highest civilian honor. the 
house had voted previously in december 2007 to grant 
her the honor. President George W. bush signed the 
legislation on may 6. only 30 non-americans have re-
ceived the award. 

has expressed its readiness to play a more active role in recon-
struction programs and peacemaking in afghanistan and has 
advocated as much as possible all peaceful measures, taking 
into account the legitimate interests of all parties and under-
lining the role of the United nations. Vietnam will accumu-
late invaluable experience during its term on the UN Security 
Council, which in turn will enable Vietnam to assume a larger 
and more meaningful role in Un missions.  

 in a world of growing interdependency, a stronger and more 
prosperous Vietnam will be able to better contribute to the in-
ternational community and in doing so promote and nurture 
reliable partnerships that will secure an improved environment 
for Vietnam in its drive for industrialization. Vietnam’s suc-
cess in best positioning itself in a complex and fast-changing 
environment will depend largely on its ability to not merely 
continue to make friends, but also to establish its identity as a 
reliable partner as well. 

http://www.state.gov/p/eap/trvl/2008/102963.htm
http://www.senate.gov/~foreign/testimony/2008/MarcielTestimony080409p.pdf
http://secretarysblog.hhs.gov/my_weblog/


SoutheASt ASIA tIMelIne oF eventS 

April 3, 2008: india and burma sign a major transport 
agreement to link burma’s Sittwe port with part of 
northeast india via road and river connections. 

April 7, 2008: ASEAN’s finance ministers reaffirm 
their commitment to regional financial cooperation and 
to realize the ASEAN Economic Community by 2015.

April 8, 2008: the burmese junta releases publicly its 
proposed constitution, which critics say will cement its 
grip on power and weaken the democratic opposition. 
the document will be subject to a national referendum 
on May 10. (See Major Regional Developments.)

April 11, 2008: the thai electoral commission rules 
that two minority parties in thailand’s coalition govern-
ment, Chart thai and machimathipataya, violated elec-
toral law in december’s general election. the case is 
expected to reach the country’s constitutional court in 
may. the parties face dissolution if found guilty.

April 14, 2008: Japan and aSean sign a free-trade 
agreement (FTA), which stipulates that approximately 
90 percent of trade between Japan and aSean will be 
tariff-free within 10 years. It is Japan’s first FTA with 
a regional grouping, although it already signed agree-
ments with indonesia, malaysia, brunei, the Philip-
pines, Singapore, and thailand individually in recent 
years. Japan follows China and South Korea in signing 
an Fta with aSean.

April 16, 2008: indonesia’s Coordinating board for 
Monitoring Mystical Beliefs in Society (Bakor Pakem) 
calls for the dissolution of the islamic sect Jemaah ah-
madiyah, which most muslims consider heretical. al-
though the attorney general stated that the decree will 
not outlaw ahmadiyah, the ruling raises doubts about 
indonesia’s commitment to freedom of religion in the 
face of what many see as a rising islamic identity among 
much of the population.

April 17, 2008: the prime minister of Singapore and 
malaysia’s foreign minister met in Singapore to discuss 
bilateral ties, strengthen relations, and discuss plans for 
linking railway systems between Singapore and malay-
sia’s Johor bahru.

April 18, 2008: Cambodia becomes the sixth country to 
ratify the aSean Charter.

center for strategic and international studies   |   international security bulletin

April 19, 2008: the olympic torch makes its way to 
thailand before going on to malaysia, indonesia, and 
Vietnam by month’s end in closely monitored and large-
ly uneventful processions amid heavy security. Plans for 
the Jakarta relay were drastically scaled back due to fears 
of anti-China protests like those in london and Paris ear-
lier in the month. 

April 19, 2008: Vietnam successfully launches its first 
satellite, the VinaSat-1, from a space port in French 
Guyana. 

April 21, 2008: an indonesian court outlaws Jemaah 
Islamiyah (JI) and sentences two of its leaders, Zarkasih 
and Abu Darjana, to 15-year prison sentences for ter-
rorism-related charges. While the ruling will give the 
indonesian police greater latitude in arresting suspected 
terrorists, senior officials, including the Vice President 
Jusuf Kalla, question its legality. the defendants will 
likely appeal their case to the indonesian Supreme Court, 
which may then rule on the legality of Ji as well.

April 23, 2008: thai prime minister Sundaravej Samak 
meets with malaysian Prime minister abdullah ahmad 
Badawi in his first visit to Malaysia as prime minister. 
the two discuss bilateral ties and focus their meeting on 
ways to stimulate trade relations between thailand and 
malaysia, particularly in their border region.

April 23–24, 2008: Chinese foreign minister Yang Jiechi 
visits hanoi, where he discusses with his counterpart the 
“continuing importance of growing Vietnam-China re-
lations,” improving trade, and “boosting the traditional 
friendship” between the two nations.

April 24, 2008: malaysia announces that it will with-
draw its approximately 50 peace monitors in Mindanao, 
Philippines, beginning in may. malaysia’s defense min-
ister asserted “a need for us to indicate that we cannot be 
there forever.”

April 25, 2008: Gastao Salsinha, leader of an east 
timor rebel group involved in skirmishes with the east 
timor armed forces for the past two years, surrenders 
voluntarily to east timor’s most senior-ranking military 
officer. He was wanted over February’s assassination at-
tempts on President José ramos-horta and Prime min-
ister Xanana Gusmao.
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maJor reGional deVeloPmentS
..............................................................
Political Tumult in Malaysia Continues

malaysian politics continued along its bumpy road in 
april after the ruling coalition suffered heavy losses in 
march’s general election. the month began with a major 
consolidation of opposition parties, with three parties, the 
People’s Justice Party (PKR), the Democratic Action Par-
ty (DAP), and the Islamic Party of Malaysia (PAS), com-
ing together to form the Pakatan Rakyat (People’s Pact) 
coalition. the coalition, led by anwar ibrahim, now con-
trols 37 percent of the Parliament and 5 out of the 13 state 
governments. On April 15, Ibrahim’s 10-year exile from 
politics formally ended when the penalty period associ-
ated with his “morals” conviction expired. In response to 
demands for his resignation, Prime minister abdullah ah-
mad Badawi told officials that he intended to step down 
and hand over power to his deputy najib razak sometime 
in 2009, taking responsibility for the ruling coalition’s loss 
of its two-thirds super majority in the Parliament. Prime 
minister badawi’s government also announced a series 
of measures intended to show flexibility and gain back 
popular support, including granting a newspaper license to 
the opposition party led by ibrahim to display its support 
of a freer press and announcing that the anti-Corruption 
agency, an organization at the center of many political 
controversies, will be restructured and expanded into the 
malaysian Commission on anti-Corruption.

Rice Shortages in Southeast Asia and Beyond

Southeast asia has been at the heart of the crisis over rising 
global food prices over the past month. rice, the region’s 
staple food item and several countries’ top export, has seen 
its price soar and shortage projections increase anxiety in 
several countries. While the region has not seen outright 
rioting as in bangladesh, indonesia, Vietnam, and the 
Philippines have nonetheless felt acutely the impact of 
food prices and shortages and have curbed rice exports and 
begun subsidizing domestic rice prices to assure the public 
of the availability of rice. Prices have jumped from $.38/
kg to $.80/kg in the Philippines, for instance, where many 
live on less than $2 a day. the governments involved in the 
crisis agree that relief should come with the upcoming rice 
harvest but have continued with the export curbs—some-
thing that international financial institutions such as the 
Asia Development Bank (ADB) have cautioned against as 
protectionist, and risky policymaking that may only serve 
to further the shortage without focusing on the root cause of 
limited domestic sustainability in rice supplies.
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Burma Unveils a New Constitution

on april 9, the burmese junta published the draft of a 
new 15-chapter, 500-page constitution, which had been 
under development for more than a decade. developed 
in a highly secretive process that did not include mem-
bers of the democratic opposition or most of the nation’s 
ethnic minority groups, the charter is clearly aimed at 
entrenching as a matter of law the burmese military’s 
control of the country through what the junta has termed 
“discipline-flourishing democracy.” The draft mandates 
that 25 percent of the national assembly seats be reserved 
for the military and that a 75 percent supermajority be 
required for constitutional amendments, granting the 
military effective veto power over future revisions. the 
constitution also allows the leader of the military to call a 
state of emergency and assume executive power for any 
“sufficient reason.” The document states that individuals 
married to foreign nationals cannot hold public office, an 
item aimed at democracy leader aung San Suu Kyi, who 
deceased husband was a british national. 

a popular referendum on the new constitution was sched-
uled for may 10. the junta has been active in promoting 
the proposed constitution, sending officials around the 
country on a propaganda drive and passing a law making 
it illegal to criticize the referendum. in addition, local of-
ficials have been intimidating their subjects by announc-
ing that basic utilities will be cut off or that their business 
licenses will be revoked if they vote against the constitu-
tion. [note: Cyclone nargis, which devastated parts of 
southern burma on may 2, forced the postponement of 
the referendum to May 24 in afflicted areas of the country, 
although the junta resisted calls to postpone the referen-
dum altogether.]
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SoutheASt ASIA 
MISCellAneouS FACtS

▪ Vietnam is the second-largest exporter of coffee 
in the world by volume, most of which is bound 
for the United States.

▪ Bilateral trade between Vietnam and China was 
$10.5 billion in 2006, although Vietnam imported 
approximately 250 percent more than it exported 
to China.

▪ Vietnam is the only Asian “focus country” of the 
U.S. President’s emergency Plan for aidS relief 
(PEPFAR).

▪ Vietnam is India’s top destination for foreign 
investment in aSean.

▪ Since the 17th century, the Vietnamese language 
has been written using a phonetic alphabet, 
known as quốc ngữ, or ‘the national language.’  
this script was developed by Jesuit missionary 
Alexandre de Rhodes and used by the French 
administration; before the introduction of the 
alphabet system, Vietnamese was written using 
two different Chinese character systems, one of 
which used characters that were not in the normal 
Chinese character set.

eventS to wAtCh For In AprIl

May 4: aSean Plus three Finance ministers 
meeting in madrid, Spain

May 8–21: thailand will host the largest military 
exercise in the Pacific, Cobra Gold. Fifteen countries 
will take part, with thailand, indonesia, Japan, 
Singapore, and the United States as lead participants. 

May 10: the 21st aSean-U.S. dialogue will be 
held in Singapore. the dialogue is a nearly annual 
event cochaired by the U.S. assistant secretary of 
state for East Asia and the Pacific and his Southeast 
asian counterparts.

May 10: burma will hold a constitutional referendum

May 30: 11th aSean Plus three directors-General 
meeting in Japan

May 30–June 1: the 7th annual international 
Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) Asia Security 
Conference, dubbed the Shangri-la dialogue, will 
convene in Singapore. the conference will involve 
27 official government delegations, including 23 
countries that have confirmed they will be led by 
a minister-level official. Defense Secretary Robert 
Gates will lead the U.S. delegation.

SoutheASt ASIA eventS At CSIS

on april 8, 2008, Charm tong, a founding member 
of the Shan Women’s action network and winner 
of a Vital Voices 2008 Global leadership award, 
participated in a panel discussion on the current 
situation in burma that also included aung din of 
the U.S. Campaign for burma and michael J. Green, 
CSiS Japan Chair. derek mitchell, director of CSiS’s 
Southeast asia initiative, moderated the discussion.


