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Opportunities and challenges for

Thai-VN trade

The news of a Thai businessman sentenced to
death over a business fraud in Vietnam by the Ho Chi
Minh City People’s Court a few months ago might have
appalled many in Thailand because of his nationality as
much as the nature of his offence. He appeared to be
the first Thai and the first foreigner convicted by a
Vietnamese court and handed capital punishment on
non-drug charges. As of now, Vietnam’s Court of Appeal

has yet to rule on his case.

Such are the pitfalls facing foreign businessmen in
Vietnam, but it should not obscure the opportunities
that exist. Following the Sixth Party Congress in 1986,
Vietham embarked on economic reforms through
gradually shifting from the centrally-planned economy

to the market-oriented economy. The Law on Foreign



Investment in Vietham was adopted a year afterwards.
Disintegration of the socialist bloc in Eastern Europe and
demise of the Soviet Union during the late 1980s-early
1990s confirmed the Hanoi leadership’s eventual
conviction that change in Vietnam was a must. Doi Moi
(which  should read “change anew” instead of
“renewal” as commonly understood) has thus become

a famous catchword in present-day Vietnam.
Trade ties

During the same period, neighboring Thailand
incidentally conceived a major foreign policy initiative
which attracted no less excitement, in response to
changing circumstances. The Chatichai Choonhavan
administration, influenced by young academics and
advisers, declared policy of “turning Indochina from a
battlefield into a market-place,” which fell short of due
implementation because that government was ousted
by a coup. Nevertheless, the proposed policy looked

credible since Thailand stood at the time as a good



example of a successful Southeast Asian economy.
Vietnam rigorously said, as | vividly remember, it had to
study the experiences of Thailand in order to develop

its war-battered economy.

Prior to 1989, trade relations between Thailand
and Vietnam were limited because of the Cambodian
conflict. The volume of trade hovered around a few
million baht from 1987 to 1997. In subsequent years,
however, bilateral trade steadily grew from Bt 1.59
billion in 1989 to Bt 22.77 billion last year [1997].
Statistics show that Thailand has enjoyed an enormous

trade surplus since 1993.

Thailand’s investment in Vietnam over the years
has been no less impressive in figures. Thai investors are
now ranked the ninth among 59 countries with interests
in Vietnam, with around US$ 1 billion, or 3.4 per cent in
market share, in 78 projects in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City
and a number of provinces throughout the country.

Most of the Thai investments are “joint ventures,” a



number of which are in the areas of tourism, hotels and
services, manufacturing industries, agricultural and
fisheries processing industries, banking and energy.
Singapore is presently the top investor there with $6.2
billion, followed by Taiwan ($4.1 billion) and Hong Kong
(§3.7 billion). The other five front runners are Japan,
South Korea, France, Malaysia and the United States,

respectively.

Despite the steady growth over the years, the
volume of trade between Thailand and Vietnam is small
in consideration of geographical proximity and real
potential — that is, less than one per cent of Thailand’s
overall trade with foreign countries and about four per

cent of Vietnam’s.

Yet, prospects for active trade and investment
here are presently not promising because the recession
has swept through various East Asian economies since

the middle of last year [1997].



Thai businesses at home and abroad are in
disarray. Vietnam’s inconvertible national currency is
proven not immune from the economic malaise from
outside since its socialist economy has already been
integrated into the world capitalist system. Sixty per
cent of Vietnam’s exports go to East Asia and more than

70 per cent of its imports are from the region.

Three-fourths of foreign investment comes from
East Asia, too. The economic slowdown there has
aggravated the serious impact on Vietnam’s economy
and trade. A vicious circle goes as follows: lessened
investment means lower imports of capital goods and
machinery which consequently leads to impotent
productivity; the latter paves the way to poor economic
performances and exports; and the results are likely to

be a recession.

Why should Thailand be so concerned with trade
and investment in Vietnam? The simple answer is that

opportunities are still there and Vietnam now badly



needs foreign investment and to provide “one-stop
service,” for foreign investors to attract the latter’s
attention. Nevertheless, words have yet to be

substantiated by deeds.

Furthermore, Thailand today and in the next 2-3
years has to overcome the economic malaise at home
and restore capital liquidity and investor confidence
before stretching out to far-away target countries. In the
meantime, Thailand may need to be less ambitious and

more practical in planning.
Measures

As such, Vietnam might be an ideal place where
Thailand could pursue more rigorously a series of trade

and investment measures as follows:

1. Thailand should continue investments on processing
raw materials and natural resources abundant in
Vietnam for export, with emphasis on fisheries and

agricultural products. Resource-rich Vietnam and



Thailand’s experienced and sophisticated industry
will complement each other in providing value-
added products and enhance greater

competitiveness in the world market.

. Thailand should seriously explore options in larger-
scale investment enterprises with sizeable capital in
promising sectors such as oil and gas, and industry.
Vietnam is oil-rich, pumping out about 10 million
tonnes of crude oil per year but still has to import
petroleum products because of the lack of oil
refinery and supportive industries. Up to now, most
Thai investments have been of a small-to-medium
size with low capital and largely clustered in real

estate, hotel, tourism and services.

. Thailand should continue to place emphasis on
manufacturing industries for consumer goods for sale
in Vietnam for three reasons. Firstly, Vietnam is a big
consumer market of 78 million people. Secondly,

Vietnamese consumers characteristically —prefer



imported goods to those locally made because of
quality and taste. Lastly, Thailand no longer has
cheap labor, abundant raw materials or export
quotas for its own industrial sector. Therefore,
Thailand will find it useful to have labor-intensive

industries relocated to Vietnam.

Progress there means not only the larger sales of
products in Vietham but also exports back to
Thailand and third countries. Vietnam is known to
welcome  such  import-substitution  industries.
However, it would appreciate more the transfer of

advanced technology.

Thailand should seriously explore the possibility of
expanding markets to Vietnam’s rural areas, where 80
per cent of the population live. Thus far, investments
by foreigners, including the Thais, have been mostly
concentrated in a few big cities while the rural areas
are usually overlooked due to the oft-quoted

“limited purchasing power” factor.



5. Thailand should seek cooperation with Vietnam in
exporting similar agricultural products, namely rice,
to world markets. Both countries’ interests would be
better served if an anachronistic view that “similar
products mean competition” is abandoned. Indeed,
Thailand’s and Vietnam’s rice is dissimilar because
they are of different grades. The two should
cooperate in information sharing, pricing and
marketing. Thailand’s marketing experiences will
help strengthen the two’s leadership in the world
rice market, where they presently provide over 40

per cent of supplies.

6. Thailand should fully exploit its border trade with
Laos and Cambodia to expedite trade transactions
with Vietnam. Thailand will need to systemize the
process of exporting and transporting of its products
by concluding necessary agreements with Laos and
Cambodia. The upgrading of Highways Nos. 8 and 9

connecting Thailand, Laos and Vietnam, altogether



7.

an “east-west corridor,” plus the concluded
construction of the second friendship bridge across
the Mekong River, will enhance the border trade
among the three.

Thailand may explore the possibility of pursuing
barter trade and /or trade through own national
currencies with Vietnam now that there exists
liquidity problems and the lack of hard currency.
Having claimed experience in dealing with China and
the then Soviet Union, Vietnam made such a
proposal to Thailand early this year [1998] as a result
of the regional economic crisis. While seeming old-
fashioned and inconvenient, barter trade still
deserves to be examined as a supplementary means

to promote transactions across the border.

Early this month, Vietnamese President Tran Duc

Luong paid a State Visit to Thailand as a guest of Their

Majesties the King and Queen, a first-ever by a head of

state of Vietnam since the two countries’ diplomatic

10



relations were established in August 1976. Apart from
symbolic value, the Vietnamese president described his

activities and meetings while here a success.

He was accorded a grand welcome wherever he
went, his accompanying ministers met with their Thai
counterparts and two agreements on narcotics
suppression and legal and judicial cooperation were
sigcned by governmental representatives — bringing the

number of bilateral pacts to 18 since 1976.

Cooperation

The two sides also agreed to broaden
cooperation, especially in agriculture, agro-processing,
tourism, oil and gas. Their discussion on
communications and transport touched on the route
link between Thailand, Laos and Vietnam through
Hishway No. 9, the construction of which is expected to

be completed in 2000.

11



In addition to State-level functions, President
Luong also met with a number of Thai businessmen,
representing joint chambers of trade, industries and
banking, during which cooperation on trade and
investment was discussed. Among issues raised were
reported to cover the following: barter trade, trade
through own national currencies, trade arbitration
mechanism and stiff investment regulations. Moreover,
Luong also witnessed the signing of two contracts: one
on the 500,000-tonne coal purchase between
Thailand’s Maharaj International Co. and Vietnam’s
Coalimex, and the other on the development of a 3,000-
rai (or 500-hectare) industrial estate worth over three
billion baht, as a foundation for investment in
petrochemical and related industries in central Vietnam,
between Thailand’s Bangpakong Industrial Park 2 Co.
and Vietnam’s Army Company for Development. It is
interesting to note here that the above industrial estate,
the second of its type by Thailand in Vietnam, will be

supportive of the first-ever oil refinery currently under

12



construction at Dung Quat, in Quang Ngai province. The
refinery is expected to be completed by 2001 and will

have a capacity of 6.5 million tonnes of oil a year.

While there are opportunities, there also lie
obstacles to trade and investment in Vietnam. Such
obstacles are either structural in nature or operating
problems. They are usually documented as follows:
always changing, unclear and complicated regulations,
State control through import quotas, lack of long-term
credits, complicated tax structure, poor banking system,
poor infrastructure, discrimination over land rental, etc.
Besides, Vietnamese authorities often mention the drive
against corruption in order to sustain economic reform
and facilitate foreign investment.

The above are challenges for all foreign investors
in Vietnam, not merely the Thais. For the past dozen
years, during the Doi Moi period, there have been
stories of accomplishments by a number of

companies and failures by others. Indeed, there is

13



no single best formula advising on how to do
business successfully in Vietham. Those who have
the upper edge are usually those who learn from
theirs and others’ mistakes, are more patient,
prepared to take worthy risks, have sizeable
investment capital, shrewdness in strategy and
management, are honest and mindful of the public
interest and look forward to longer-term interests
rather than shorter-term gains. Such qualifications
of a foreign investor seem to be welcome in Vietham
and everywhere. Needless to say that the good Thai
investors who negotiate fair deals with their
Vietnamese hosts will not only set a good
precedence but also help protect opportunities for

the next group.

For the Thais, Vietnam’s market may look
somewhat different from many others. However, that
market is neither the first nor the last of that sort that

the Thai investors are going to deal and reckon with.

14



Some certain peculiarities and challenges are out there
in Vietnam, but strong determination will eventually

prove that they are surmountable.

KEXXKXKKXKRK

The Nation, Saturday, 31 October 1998
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Vietnam prepares for 21° century

Official documents in Vietnam state that the
debacle of the pro-US regime in Saigon on April 30,
1975, marked “an end of the 137 years of wars
against the French colonialists, Japanese fascists
and American imperialists. From then begins a

Vietnam of true reunification and independence.”

Vietnam attributes its post-1975 difficulties to long
years of colonialism and war-time experiences. No one
doubts the hardship the country has gone through.
Vietnam repeatedly mentions the past glories of
victories over foreign invaders. Few would dispute that
pride. But for a nation to move forward, present
challenges to overcome in a new set of priorities are as

important as past achievements.

In retrospect, Vietham won the war but lost the

peace. After the fall of Saigon, Vietnam encountered an



economy in shambles at home and strained relations
with neighbors, chiefly due to long years of fighting and
heavy dependence on external assistance, an over-
confident determination to abruptly socialize the South
and reunify the country, and miscalculation in foreign
relations. Consequently, Vietnam was compelled to
reprioritize its national agenda to face new challenges
and maintain socialism. Critical decisions were hastened
by the traumatic collapse of the former Soviet Union
and the Eastern bloc. Needless to say the socialist
fraternalism it had enjoyed with those countries had
been the foundation of Hanoi’s external policy for the
past decades. Vietnam was left insecure politically with

only a smattering of socialist allies.

But the country has come out of the cold
following the steadily positive developments begun 12
years ago, all thanks to the doi moi policy of 1986, the

troop pullout from Cambodia in 1989, the ASEAN and
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APEC memberships in 1995 and 1998 respectively and
the ASEAN summit chairmanship last December [1998].
Indeed, Vietnam has come of age in a short period and
is set to further integrate into the world system of

capitalism.

Today’s Vietnam is a country of 76.3 million
people, 80 per cent of whom are in the rural and remote
areas. Rich in natural resources, Vietnam’s economy is
agrarian in nature. Last year, the country exported 3.5
million tonnes of rice, second only to Thailand, the
world’s largest exporter. Vietnam is abundant in coal,
crude oil, agricultural products, and fisheries. Most
people usually see Vietnam nowadays as a new and

promising marketplace rather than a battlefield.

However, a number of foreign enterprises and
investors with experience in Vietnam have complained
of corruption, red tape, excessive bureaucracy, ever-

changing rules and interpretation on the part of the
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state and the lack of domestic capital and supporting
infrastructure as fundamental reasons against operating

a successful business there.

Vietnam has established diplomatic relations with
164 countries and is a member of a number of major
international organizations. Hanoi aspires to join the
World Trade Organization and will soon conclude a

trade treaty with the US.

Vietnam’s GDP growth was as high as 8-10 per cent
throughout most of the 1990s until 1997, when it shrank
to 5-6 per cent. Foreign statistics estimated that the
economic growth this year [1999] is expected to dip to
around 3-4 per cent. The GDP decline was already
evident in the stagnated growth of foreign trade and 50-
60 per cent drop of foreign investment in two
consecutive years beginning in 1997. Only USS 345

million was pledged for investment during the first four
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months of this year; it is doubtful if the invested capital
will reach USS$ 1 billion by the end of this year.

Despite the dong’s inconvertibility, Vietnam’s
economy is not immune to the regional recession. East
Asian countries, which are the markets for 60 per cent
of Vietnam’s exports and the principal investors putting
in three-fourths of foreign capital in Vietnam, have been
hard hit by the economic and financial crisis since July
1997. For its part, Vietnam’s exports now face stiffer
competition with Southeast Asian neighbors whose
similar exports are cheaper because of currency
devaluation. As such, Vietnam’s chance of quick

recovery remains in doubt.

Against this sloomy backdrop, Vietnam still earns
relative confidence from some affluent Asian
economies. Whereas Singapore now reigns as Vietnam’s
biggest investor, with US$ 6.4 billion, Japan is both the

No. 1 trading partner with USS$ 3 billion in two-way trade
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last year and the country’s biggest donor. Hanoi’s recent
agreement to exchange trade privileges with Japan will

boost bilateral trade ties.

Vietnam has recently announced a new course of
fundamental measures to encourage growth, including
the recent enactment of the Enterprise Law and the
introduction of the so-called one-price system which
seeks to end the double standards against foreign
investors beginning this month. It was hopeful that more
investment would be forthcoming to jump start the
economy and substantiate the economic reformists’
renovation premise vis-a-vis the hardliners whose
interests are served by the centrally-planned economy
in general as much as by the continued state dominance

over the economy in particular.

Prime Minister Pham Van Khai also underscored
the importance of foreign investment. “The Vietnamese

government always considers foreign investment as an
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organic part of its national economy and the success of
the foreign investors as that of the Vietnamese
economy,” he told a group of top foreign investors in

March.

Regardless of the East Asian economic crisis,
Vietnam has to move forward with its reforms adopting
its socialist economy alongside market-economy factors
surrounding it today - a far cry from the one in 1975.
Vietnam in the year 2025 will be a different place. With
the present rate of demographic growth, Vietnam will
have over 100 million people, more than half of whom
born after the end of the Indochina war. The agenda
of the next century will have to reflect the new
realities. Yet, there are a series of thresholds that
Vietnam will have to cross when entering the new

millennium.

First, Vietnam must be able to steer a delicate

balance between socialism and capitalism to continue
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reforms towards the socialist market economy. Social
freedom without political freedom, however, breeds a
possible instability. So does rapid economic change
especially if it runs against the present ideological
paradigm. Thanks to advanced information and
communication technology, the world is becoming

globalized.

Second, Vietnam must productively deal with
some 6,000 loss-making state-owned enterprises (SOEs)
by selective privatization in order to end costly subsidies
and free the business initiatives. This is a tough job, as
SOEs are a raison d’etre of the socialist economy in
general as well as “gold mines” for corrupt

administrators in particular.

Third, Vietnam will have to honor international
commitments to trade liberalization, which is not

supportive of state control. Indeed, integration into the
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world  system of capitalism implies strings of

commitments and foreign pressure for reforms.

Fourth, doi moi must proceed to a higher level.
Reforms in administrative, banking and fiscal systems,
and other necessary fields, are indispensable
requirements in order to carry out economic

renovations.

Finally, Vietnam needs to address the plight of the
poor and the rural people who make up 80 per cent of
the population. It is also essential that Vietnam attends
to the rising problem of unemployment caused by
either business contraction, estimated to be around
170,000 people, or the eventual restructuring of SOEs,
which will involve the possible lay-off of about 600,000

workers in the future.

What Vietnam needs to do now in preparing
for the next century is not to resist changes but

rather to change in order to withstand and cope
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with surmounting challenges resulting from the

globalized world.

KXXXKKXRXXXX

The Nation, Saturday, 24 July 1999.
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Hanoi Revisited:
perspectives from our former

ambassador

What does Hanoi look like today compared with

the city | first saw in 1985?

My prompt answer to that question is that Hanoi
is much more modern and developed now than when |

first visited 33 years ago.

In April, | returned to reacquaint myself with old
friends, old places and meet new ones to keep abreast

with present-day realities.

Back in the mid-1980s, a Hanoi government
consolidating its grip on power throughout the reunified
Vietnam was confronted with chronic poverty and
international isolation because of poor socialist planning

and miscalculation of the Cambodian issue. It also faced



a dilemma of how to deal with its two close communist
allies, the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of

China, in their growing rift.

In the final phase of the Vietnam War, Vietnam
found itself more dependent on Moscow than Peking en

route to the victory on 30 April 1975.

Fortunately, the sixth National Party Congress of
the Communist Party of Vietnam in December 1986
elected a reformist Party Chief from the South to pursue
the “Doi Moi” (renovation) approach to politics and
economy. The idea was to reform Vietnam toward a
market economy in order to catch up with new realities
in world politics. In retrospect, it was a shrewd move to
undertake a number of new policies and measures to
enable Vietnam to stand on its own feet as socialist
disintegration in the Soviet Union and the eastern bloc

in Europe, its strong fraternal allies, loomed.
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Over the past decades, Vietnam has reprioritized
objectives and policies while keeping intact the essence
of Party rule like its other socialist friends and neighbors.
These days, in Vietnam we saw much less emphasis on
socialist jargons in economy and trade. Instead, we saw
strong drives to learn from the Western capitalist
countries and to live with capitalist neighbors, whereby
border trade has developed into larger- scale

commercial relations.

In the old days, promising students were sent to
the People’s Republic of China, and years afterwards to
the Soviet Union. Recently, talented students have
been sent to study in Australia, Singapore and Hong
Kong. At present, they go to be trained in the United
States, Canada, the United Kingdom and Western

Europe.

Vietnam welcomes the return of the “Viet Kieu”

(overseas Vietnamese) to visit families, send back
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money, invest in the country to generate income,
production, employment, savings and income
remittance. At present, there are as many as three
million Vietnamese living abroad. While their political
attitudes and loyalty are still in doubt, the Viet Kieu’s
accumulated wealth is in beyond question. The war

ended 43 years ago. It’s time to move on.

It starts with sending money home to investing in
the motherland. In essence, both sides benefit from

new atmosphere.

Coming back to where | started. | decided to return
to Hanoi to see how much it has changed since my first
tour of duty at the Royal Thai Embassy in 1985.
Hundreds of thousands of bicycles were now replaced
with millions of motorcycles. Certainly, there are a big
number of cars, minivans, buses and trucks but they

have to muddle through heavy traffic jams. Hanoi and
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Ho Chi Minh City are not far behind Moscow, Bucharest,

Peking, Jakarta and Bangkok in their traffic problems.

The former five-digit telephone number system
has given way to 10-digit mobile system. One can call
overseas numbers without echoing or being heard in
Moscow. People now enjoy calling up, chatting with or
sending e- mails to friends and relatives inside the
country and around the world. Social media is at work;

social freedom is being exercised.

The people in general are apparently happy and
pleased with what has been happening. Among
Vietnam’s 92 million people, are 64 million Facebook
users, which account for 3 per cent of g¢lobal
Facebookers, according to a recent report released by
“We Are Social,” a social media marketing and
advertising agency. Vietnam has surpassed Thailand and
Turkey by this Facebook measure, securing the seventh

spot globally. Like the people in Thailand, the
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Vietnamese benefit from Internet, including applications
such as Line and Viber. Apparently, they are now very
much concerned with the cyber security, which warrants

their precious social freedom.

Long gone are the days of socialist or war-oriented
television broadcasts, or cultural shows emphasizing
foreign aggression and hardship. | found it amazing to
watch TV programmes by Vietnam News Agency’s
channel in Vietnamese, English and Chinese languages
presenting local, national and world news. Allowing
Chinese to be used in TV news broadcast is both to aid
speakers of that language and a show of consideration

for the big neighbor to the north.

Nevertheless, there is still a limit to the cross-
border friendship despite long years of intense relations,
on and off, among these two brother enemies. A
diplomatic source told me that there will never be a

visa- exemption scheme between the two countries.
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Vietnam cannot afford the unscreened entry of Chinese
visitors at their doorstep. Uncontrolled travel by more
than one billion Chinese people poses national security
concern to any neighboring country. It’s doubtful if
there will be many visa-exemption agreements between

China and other countries.

As | write, the world media has reported on
Vietnamese people protesting in Hanoi and other cities
against the central government’s plan to construct three
special economic zones, and about a draft law on cyber
security. In essence, the people have been dissatisfied
with the Chinese investors and real estate developers
who are poised to rent plots of land for up to 99 years,
which is a rare development in a communist system,
and the possibility of strict enforcement of severe laws
against dissidents. The news about anti-China protests,

recardless of their impact, well illustrates how
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intrinsically distrustful the Vietnamese people are of

their brothers to the north.

At present, market economy flourishes. As many
as 14 million people are classified as middle class, but
the majority are poor and living in rural areas. It’s not a

proletarian society — it never was and it will not be.

While there, | met with Nguyen Quang Vinh,
general secretary of the Vietnam Chamber of Commerce
and Industry (VCCI). | affirmed to him what Prime Minister
Prayut Chan-o-cha said to his Vietnamese counterpart
Nguyen Xuan Phuc when they last met in Hanoi on 30
March this year --that he is impressed with approaches
to economic development in Vietnam and that Thailand

supports Vietnam’s economic growth in all aspects.

He explained that Vietnam welcomes Thailand’s
investment in almost all sectors, particularly agriculture

(livestock), retail, refineries, tourism, real estate and
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automobile processing. He said he was impressed with
the large investment from leading companies from
Thailand such as the CENTRAL Group, Charoen

Pokphand Group and Siam Cement Group.

| asked him about his view of corporate social
responsibility (CSR) of foreign companies in Vietnam. He
said that while welcoming CSR contributions in the
traditional way, Vietnam would rather see CSR initiatives
in connection with sustainable development -- ones
that promote “inclusive business” and the “circular
economy” in support of the local people’s livelihood
and the country’s environment. Paraphrasing the old
saying, he explained it was more productive to provide
his countrymen with fishing nets than to give them fish

to eat.

Certainly, it is advisable to give the local poor
what the foreign investors can provide at different

phases of time — in the short-, medium- and longer-term
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- in return for the profits the investors earn. Before
attaining the longer- term aim of sustainable
development, the businessmen could start with basic
CSR work such as providing educational supplies, sport
equipment and training, building bridges, hospitals or

road construction.

Lately, one proposal in view of the large number
of motorcyclists in Vietnam, is that our CSR work could
be easily recognized and appreciated by the distribution
of helmets adorned with Thai and Vietnamese national

flags along with some appropriate catchword.

In dealing with Vietnam, a considerate Thai
business needs to avoid being seen as exploiting
resources, taking advantages or monopolizing
production or markets, as well as undertaking CSR work.
In terms of good business experiences among

responsible Thai investors, | am quite confident that
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Thailand will continue to be a good partner with

Vietnam.

| spent last days of my trip to Hanoi meeting my
former Vietnamese language teachers, a renowned artist,
a diplomatic colleague and ambassador of Romania to
Vietnam, and also by paying a visit to the Morning Star
(Sao Mai) Center, a school for special students with autism
and intellectual disabilities. Meeting these people, in
addition to other professional colleagues and friends,
reinforced my determination to contribute in

strengthening cordial ties between Thailand and Vietnam.

| was amazed to see how Hanoi has been
developed and oriented toward a market economy
system, working hand in hand with Thailand and the
West for the past years. There are still a number of
things for Vietnam to do to catch up with the present

world. | will no doubt be surprised and pleased to see
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more positive changes in Vietnam when | return next

time.

KXXXKKRXXXX

The Nation, Thursday, 14 June 2018
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“The Thailand-Vietham Business Council: Family Photo”
The Thailand-Vietnam Business Council organizes the new
year party on 16 January 2020 at the Royal Bangkok Sports
Club, Bangkok. (Mr. Chupong Sutarot — picture credit)
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Vietham: then and now and the

future

People wusually ask me if Vietham is a
competitor to Thailand or if it has surpassed
Thailand. It is because there is an anxiety in
Bangkok about the quick leap to big growth in the
economy and business in the neighboring Socialist

Republic of Vietnam.

Principally, Vietnam’s GDP growth reached 7.1%
last year, beyond the forecast 6.7% and being the
fastest rate of expansion in 11 years, and is expected to
be 6.9% this year, while the one of Thailand was a mere

4.1% last year and was projected to be 4.0% this year.

Obviously, the above-mentioned figures are quite
impressive. Such an accomplishment has prompted an

inquiry. Therefore, | returned recently to Ho Chi Minh



City (HCMC), formerly known as Saigon, to see changes
and reminisce with old friends and new ones to find out

about the success story.

Upon my request, a room was reserved for me at
a hotel in the centrum of the City. From the Bong Sen
(Lotus) Hotel, it’s in a walking distance to a number of
famous touristic places. From the balcony, | can
overlook the Dong Khoi Street, meaning “general
uprising,” formerly known during the Vietnam War time
as the Tu Do (Liberty) Street. It’s still a sleepless night
street. | remember this one-way street very well
because | had been hit the first time in my life, on a
crosswalk by a bicycle ridden against the traffic direction
in 1986. Nowadays, | have to pay more attention to

motorcycles when crossing the road, however.

Out of 95 million people in Vietnam, there are 13
million residents including immigrants and commuters

in HCMC. While public transportation is inadequate or
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undeveloped, there are as many as 7.6 million
motorcycles and 700,000 automobiles in the City. Traffic
regulation and safety are not much observed in
Vietnam, where one person (usually a motorcyclist) is
killed in a traffic accident each hour. Therefore, foreign
companies always think about giving away motorcycle
helmets when asked what to contribute in a CSR
(Corporate Social Responsibility) campaign. A diplomatic
source revealed to me that the Honda Company, which
dominates the 90% sale of the market in Vietnam, has
planned to distribute helmets to a large number of
elementary school pupils nationwide. In short, it is a

paying back to the society approach.

While in HCMC, | was overwhelmed not only by
many high rise business buildings but also by the huge
size of the 20-km.-long First metro line from Ben Thanh
to Suoi Tien toward Bien Hoa, Dong Nai Province,
southeast of HCMC. It has been constructed since 2012

with the Official Development Assistance from the
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Japanese Government. However, with only 60%
progress, it is doubtful that this railway system together
with higshway, underneath and above the ground level,
will be completed as planned by next year. Lack of
funding and old debt payment will continue to delay
the construction. The Second metro line, stretching out
20 km. between Ben Thanh and Tham Luong, southward
of HCMC, has been put on hold because of the lack of
funding which in turn affects the site clearance process.
The construction did not start as planned in 2014.
Recently, the two said projects’ costs have been re-
evaluated upward to be almost twice higher than the
original estimates. If without a budgetary support from
the central government or the City, the construction will

be in doubt.

While in HCMC, | met Mr. Vo Tan Thanh, Vice
President of the Vietham Chamber of Commerce and

Industry (VCCI) and concurrently General Director of

VCCI—HCMC. Vietnam, he said, welcomed Thailand’s
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investment in the areas of industry, agriculture and
services. Particularly, Thai investment is encouraged in
the supporting industries, that is, to produce raw
materials to supporting areas for subsequent
manufacturing.  For  example, accessories  for
automobile, electrical appliances, materials for garment
industry. Presently, such raw materials are imported
from China, Taiwan and Japan. Secondly, Thailand is
welcomed to invest in the manufacturing of industries
concerned with high-valued technology in order to help
Vietnam produce goods for more exports outside the
country. Vietnam enjoys tariff incentives arrangements if
using raw materials from inside for export production.
Moreover, Vietnam expects to produce and export the
products out of the high technology industries, bio-
technology, infrastructure  development,  high-
technology agriculture including food processing
industry for export from the Mekong Delta. In addition,

Thai investors are welcomed to develop infrastructures
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or respective facilities for the tourism industry and
administer the operations, not merely manage the

services part of tourism.

Familiarization trip has become enlightening in my
meeting with Mrs. Nguyen Thi Mai Trinh and Mr. Truong
Vo Manh Khoa, who are with the policy and planning
unit of the HCMC people’s committee. According to
them, HCMC has prioritized in the four following
industries: 1) mechanics; 2) electronics, information
technology, pharmaceutical industry; 3) rubber and
plastic sectors and 4) food processing industry. The two
City officials referred to Thailand’s strong points and
expertise in the manufacturing industries related to
rubber, automobile, plastic, motorcycles, spare parts as

well as the supporting industries.

In short, HCMC emphasizes high technology
agriculture and supporting industries, not merely

production in the old fashioned way. Furthermore, it’s
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in the discretion of the Prime Minister in approving an
investment project at a given area or province in
Vietnam. Mrs. Trinh took note of Thailand’s FDI in
Vietnam at the amount of US$ 360 million, covering 195
projects and at the level of the 12" foreign investor
since 1988. We agreed that Thailand has a lot of
potentials to invest more. The Siam Cement Group (SCG)
was singled out in reference to its business achievement

in Vietham.

Vietnam’ s present emphasis on high technology
manufacturing, high tech agriculture, chemistry,
supporting industries, research and development for
creativity and real life usage (rather than for the sake of
research alone) was well presented in my conversation
with Mr. Le Truong Duy, Director of Foreign Service
Center, Department of External Relations, HCMC, a
branch of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Hanoi. The
young Vietnamese diplomat asserted that a number of

foreign investors focus on trading, not investment to
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manufacture in Vietnam especially in the creativity field
of high technology. Mr. Duy said his Service Center which
was established in 2003 looks after international
exchange and trade fair with the business corps and

welcomes Thailand’s participation.

Really, what are the strong points of Vietnam that

attract investment from abroad? There are many.

First, Vietham has abundant natural resources
such as oil and gas, coal, bauxite, iron, marine products,
forestry and two fertile deltas in the North and the

South.

Secondly, Vietnam has ample cheap labor for
manufacturing production and foreign investment.
Among 95-million population today, more than half are
in the ages of work force. The Vietnamese workers are
known for their discipline and hardworking characteristic.

As Vietnam moves toward industrialization, these very
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diligent labor force are thus becoming the consumers

enjoying benefits from the flourishing market economy.

Thirdly, Vietnam is politically stable under the
Communist party rule. Vietnam is distinguished from
other neighboring economies as it is immune from
public disorder, political instability, terrorism and

military insecurity at the threatening level.

Fourthly, Vietnam has been well recognized for its
ability and experiences of hosting global- level
conferences such as APEC summits twice or being
chosen as excellent choice of venue in organizing
superpower summit like the North Korea-USA summit
recently. Vietnam’s reputation as a good venue in view
of physical arrangements, traffic order, crowd control is

to be noted here.
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Vietnam in search of itself

Vietnam has just celebrated the 44" anniversary
of the victory in Saigon liberation on 30 April 1975. If
compared to a man, post- War Vietnam, at 44, is a
middle-aged person. It’s a distinct generation that saw
changes. Indeed, more than half of the population in
Vietnam today were born after the war. They did not
experience the war but rather have lived through the

fall and rise again of capitalism.

Nowadays, Vietnam has realized that it cannot
resist modern day changes and pressure from world
capitalism. In my most recent visit, Vietnam or Hanoi in
particular was markedly different from what | had seen
in 1985. Ho Chi Minh City for its part is the never-giving-
up city that was reemerging with its vigor in socio-
economic outlook in the market economy way. While

Hanoi has managed to lessen inequality and poverty, Ho
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Chi Minh City has blossomed and been distinguished as

the center of prosperity of the entire country.

It’s straightforward in conversation with a
countless number of local people over years that
Vietnam has a high admiration of Thailand as a good
model. However, while behind Thailand in terms of
modernization, Vietnam never stops working and
aspiring to be a par with Thailand. Recently, Vietnam has
gained an upper edge because of a number of FTAs
agreements signed — the latest one is with the EU taken
effect later this year. Thailand which does not have a

similar scheme will therefore lose its markets.

Thailand, for its part, should not indulge itself
to think that it is always ahead and foremost.
Thailand should realize its political stability and
maturity. It cannot afford the return of public
disorder, armed demonstration, political violence,

lawlessness and deadlock and political corruption

49



during the years preceding the coup d’ etat on 22
May 2014. If the political chaos should return and
paralyze the system, then Thailand will lose the
advantage and be surpassed easily. We cannot find
fault with any country else, except to blame

ourselves.

AXXKKXRXXX

The Nation, Tuesday, 11 June 2019, on-line.
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ALEULArWINAalY 25Nl AT WERIANBUARY 1N e
Nguyen Hai Bang 1andnssnayaienuiuuseinseindlng uag
114 Nguyen Thu Hau 381 Tulaniaius@iienuny seuinenu
WeaTuseadlatuil 9 AanAu 2562 NE0UBNIATINVYALILAUIL
QUUING (WNENTUNT 1UENA - AN)

The author and Mrs. Duangchai Varakamin greet H.E. Mr.
Nguyen Hai Bang, Ambassador of the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam to Thailand and Mrs. Nguyen Thu Hau, on the
occasion of the National Day of the SRVN at the reception
on 9 October 2019 at the Embassy of the SRVN in Bangkok.
(Miss Warin Manakul — picture credit)
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The author attends the opening ceremony of the Sixth
National Congress of the Vietnam Union of Friendship
Organizations on 5 December 2019 at the Vietnam National

Convention Center, Hanoi.
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List of Publications

by Komgrit Varakamin

“Focus on ASEAN,” The Chao Phya (Bangkok), on

Ausgust 7, 1977.

“Some Forgotten Issues in the Study of
International  Relations” and  “Order and

International  Politics” in  The World Order

Newsletter,” distributed at the exhibition on world
order at Thammasat University, Bangkok, in January

1978.

“Pressure Group: Definition, Roles and Criticism”
and “Decision-Making Approach to the Study of

International Relations,” in Komgrit Varakamin and

Pongsadhorn Pongluantum (eds.) Approaches to

the Study of Political Science and International

Relations (Bangkok: February 1978)



“Pressure Group: Definition, Roles and Criticism”

reprinted in The Political Science Review (Bangkok)

Vol. 13 No. 1 June 1978.

“What about International Relations?” a pamphlet
distributed among first and second-year students,
Faculty of Political Science, Thammasat University

on the Orientation Day in June 1978.

“Southeast Asia: Prospects for Conflict and
Cooperation in the 1980s,” An unpublished paper
in October 1978.

“The Establishment of Chinese-American
Diplomatic Relations: Another Side of the Problem,”

in The Siam Rath (Bangkok), on December 25, 1978.

“Balance of Power in Southeast Asia: An Analysis of
Indochinese Conflict,” in The Siam Rath, on January

2, 1979.
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“Iran’s Civil War and its Impact on American

Investment,” in The Siam Rath, on January 8, 1979.

“Cambodia’s Fall and the Future of Thailand: The
Issue to be Analyzed,” in The Siam Rath, on January

15, 1979.

Introduction to International Relations (Bangkok:

March 1979).

“China and Vietnam: Some Observations on their
Conflict before the Aggression and Invasion of

Cambodia,” in Saranrom Newsletter (Bangkok)

September-December 1982.

“Vietnam: Some Observations on its Foreign Policy

during the Transitional Period,” in Saranrom Journal

(Bangkok) Vol. 33 February 1983.

“Thai-Vietnamese  Relations: A Prescriptive
Approach to Inter-cultural Exchanges in the 1990s —

A Brief Sketch.” A paper presented at the Second
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Thailand-Vietnam Round-table Seminar “Vietnam-
Thailand: Tradition and Modernity” organized by
the National Center for Social Sciences of Vietnam
(NCSSVN) in Hanoi on February 21-23, 1991. The
paper was subsequently put into print by the
NCSSVN.

“Scapegoat-finding  leaves  Khmer  questions
unanswered,” Bangkok Post, Tuesday, June 28,
1994. (co-authored with Jutha Debahasatin)

“Vietnam’s forced coming out has made it
friendlier, more colourful place,” The Nation,

(Bangkok) Friday, May 10, 1996.

“Hanoi Revisited: Reflections on 20 years of ties,”

The Nation, Friday, September 13, 1996.

“Prospects bright for Thai-Vietnamese ties,” The

Nation, Friday, March 28, 1997.

136



“Prospects  look bright for Thai-Viethamese

relations,” reprinted in Vietnam News (Hanoi)

Monday, March 31, 1997.

“A view of Pyongyang,” The Nation, Friday, July 4,
1997.

“Trade and Investment Relations between Thailand
and Vietnam: Opportunities and Challenges.” A
research paper in Thai edition (June 1998)
(Unpublished)

“Opportunities and Challenges for Thai-VN trade,”
The Nation, Saturday, October 31, 1998.

“Vietnam prepares for 21°' century,” The Nation,

Saturday, July 24, 1999.

The Collection of Writines and Addresses on

Thailand’s Foreien Relations from the Past to the

Present (2001), Corrine Phuangkasem, Komgrit

Varakamin, Prapat Thepchatree and Siriporn
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Wajjwalku (eds.), (2 volumes), Bangkok: The
Tharachat Karnpim Press. Published by the Faculty
of Political Science, Thammasat University, Bangkok.
A publication on the occasion of the 50
anniversary of the Faculty of Political Science,

Thammasat University.

“Hanoi Revisited: Perspectives from Our Former

Ambassador,” The Nation, Thursday, June 14, 2018.

“Vietnam: then and now and the future,” The

Nation, Tuesday, June 11, 2019, on-line.

“Respect ourselves before others respect us,” The
Naewna, (Bangkok) Sunday, September 8 & 15, 2019
(Parts 1 & 2).

“Will Vietnam surpass Thailand?” The Naewna,
Saturday, November 30 and December 7, 2019
(Parts 1 & 2).
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“Xin chao from Hanoi,” The Naewna, Saturday,

January 4, 2020.

“Respect ourselves before others respect us,” The
Naewna, Thursday and Friday, January 23 & 24,
2020 (Parts 3/1 & 3/2).

“Thailand must move forward in a right direction
and with dignity,” The Naewna, Tuesday, February
18, 2020.

A Collection of Writines on Foreien Affairs of

Thailand and Vietnam (forthcoming in 2020).
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The author and family pay respect in a farewell visit to the
late President Ho Chi Minh on 15 March 2012 at the Ho Chi

Minh Mausoleum, Hanoi.
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Ambassador Komgrit Varakamin on the 50t floor of the
BITEXCO Building, during his familiarization trip to Ho Chi
Minh City during 3-10 October 2018.
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The author of this publication, “A Collection of Writings on Foreign Affairs of Thailand
and Vietnam,” Komgrit Varakamin served two tours of duty at the Royal Thai Embassy in
Hanoi, Vietnam as well as Consul-General of Thailand to Vancouver, Canada; and
Ambassador of Thailand to Romania and accredited to the Republic of Bulgaria. He
presently serves as adviser to the Thailand—Vietnam Business Council and the Honorary
Consuls Association (Thailand) in Bangkok.

www.tvbc.or.th
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