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V IE T N A M -A SE A N  IN TK G R A T IO N :  
P R O C E S S  A ND PR E SE N T  SIT U A T IO N  (1967-2002)

This article is the sum m ary  o f  one chapter 

in a research project which is entitled Yicỉììíiiìì- 

ASEAN integration: Process, Present Situation, 

and Problems (Code QG.TĐ. 00  02) and which 

was evaluated and approved in June, 2002.

This chapter analyzes the Vietnam-ASEAN 

relationship in two stages: from the birth of 

ASEAN up to the time when Vietnam joined 

the association (1967-1995) and from the time 

Vietnam officially becam e a m em ber o f  the 

Association (1995) up to now. Based on the 

analysis, some proposals and solutions will be 

raised.

1. The first stage: 1967 -1995

W hen ASEAN first cam e into being, it 

included 5 countries, namely Indonesia, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and 

Thailand. In reality, the Northeast Asian 

countries joining ASKAN encountered difficult 

and complicated situations brought about by 

the Vietnam War.

Jusuf YVanandi, a scholar at the Research 

Centre for International Strategics in Calcutta 

(Indonesia) comm ents: “The birth o f  ASEAN 

could be seen as a response to the Vietnam
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W ar, which had no sign o f  ending, and a> a 

need for the non-com m unist countries n 

Southeast Asia to face with the possibility tlit 

America would w ithdraw  its troops from tie 

region.

So it can be said that in effect A SEA N  w s  

a product m ade by som e Northeast ASE/W 

countries at a heating time in the region in tie 

time of  the Cold W ar in the world. Vietnan 

was an objective factor affecting the formatim 

o f  ASEAN and was also the m ajor object to »e 

considered in A S E A N ’s behaviour for a  loig 

period o f  time. Through  28 years o f  V ie tnan-  

ASBAN relationship (1967-1995), the followiig 

com m ents can be made:

First, the occurrence o f  ASEAN was a 

product o f  the Cold W ar in the Southeast Asit. 

It reflected the conflict betw een the nalionil 

liberation cam paign  and imperialism; it ills) 

reflected the conflict between the cam p <f 

socialism and that o f  capitalism  in the regioi. 

ASEAN did not appear in a simple or onc- 

direclion way because the m em ber countries (i 

ASEAN had different degrees o f  involvemcit 

with imperialism and their motives fcr 

escaping from the tie o f  imperialism vver*
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different. Even in the revolu tionary  cam paign  

in Indochina after the A m e r ic a ’s withdrawal 

from Southeast Asia, conflic ts  am ong  the 

comm unist parties o f  C h ina  and  C am bod ia  with 

that o f  V ietnam  arose due  to the help o f  

Vietnam to liberate C am bod ia  from the 

domination yoke under the genocida l  regim e of  

the Khm er R ouge and due  to the collis ion in 

the North border o f  V ie tnam  in 1979. The 

period o f  tense  opposit ion  be tw een  the 

Indochinese revolutionary  force and the 

A SEAN countries  (backed  by C hina  and 

America respectively) was tak ing  place very 

fiercely in the first h a lf  o f  the 1980s.

Second, the tendency  o f  concilia tion 

between 2 superpow ers , the Soviet U nion  and 

the USA, influenced  the w o r ld ’s situation. In 

Southeast Asia, due  to the need o f  stability for 

development, the coun tr ies  be longing  to the 

ASEAN bloc and to the Indochinese  bloc 

wanted peace and security  but the knot o f  the 

problem was the situa tion  in C am bodia . After 

the problem o f  C am bod ia  w as solved in the 

spirit o f  national reconcilia tion  and concord, 

the situation in Southeast A sia  was improved, 

and the countries  m oved  m o re  c losely  towards 

one another, as  the result o f  which, Vietnam  

and Laos a ttended  the Bali T reaty  in July, 

1992. That event offic ia lly  opened  the period 

for Vietnam to  prepare  to en te r  A SEA N  and 

the result o f  the even t was the jo ining 

ceremony in July , 1995 in the capital o f  Brunei.

Third, from 1967 to  1995, the V ie tn a m -  

ASEAN relationship  went up and down. 

However, in the second ha lf  o f  the 1980s and

the first ha lf  o f  the 1990s, this relationship 

turned in a  positive direction. Many factors 

affected the developm ent o f  this relationship. 

As for V ie tnam , the V ie tnam ese  Communist 

Party ’s Renovation  (Doi M o i)  Line in general 

and renovation  in ex te rnal  relations in 

particular were the decisive factors. W ith the 

active and principled use o f  the Renovation 

Line, we basically  im proved the regional as 

well as the g lobal relations. A s  a result o f  that 

im provem ent, we did overcome m any 

difficulties brought about by the changes o f  the 

socialist coun tr ies  in Europe, escape from the 

situation o f  being isolated in the 1980s, and 

cautiously  integrate into the region and the 

world. These  achievem ents created a steady 

foundation o f  the following integration process 

on the in ternational scale.

Fourth, to the A SEA N  countries, it is 

important to find out m utual  benefits in 

building an area  o f  peace, stability, co 

operation, and developm ent. O n  the one hand, 

differences  diversify the development, 

following the m otor  “ Union in diversity; on the 

o ther hand, they certainly create conflicts of 

sovereignty and interests. Practical experience 

has show n that if the countries in the region see 

that the m utua l  benefits are basic, lasting, 

appropriate  to the tendency o f  the age of 

regionalization and globalization, then 

obstacles can  be reduced step by step  in the 

spirit o f  m u tua l  respect and the good will to 

reach a h igher  and further goal: m aking the 

Southeast A sia  an area o f  peace, development, 

and prosperity  and uniting the Southeast Asian 

peoples in the association to head for concord,
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friendship, m utual aid, and co-operation. In 

that sense, the fact that Vietnam joined 

ASEAN m arked a new phase in the 

development o f  ASKAN in the last years o f  the 

20th century and the first years o f  the 21s1 

century

2. T h e  second s tage :  f ro m  1995 u p  to  now

After becom ing the seventh m em ber  of 

ASH AN, Vietnam has actively taken  part in 

different activities o f  the association: attending 

the fifth Summit M eeting in Bangkok in 

December, 1995, the first Asia-Europe 

Meeting (ASEM ) in Thailand in M arch, 1996 

(and ASEM 2 in Britain in 1998, ASEM  3 in 

North Korea in 2000). Vietnam successfully  

held the sixth ASEM  Summit M eeting in 

December, 1998, which is one o f  the specially 

important m eetings in the history o f  ASEAN 

development. At this meeting, the Hanoi 

Declaration, the Hanoi A ction Program m e and 

m any other important docum ents  were passed 

so as to realize “ ASEAN Vision 20 0 2 ” . Also at 

this meeting, the governors o f  ASEAN 

countries accepted C am bodia  as the tenth 

m em ber o f  the association, which finished the 

plan o f  enlarging the organization to cover the 

whole region. The success o f  the fifth Summit 

Meeting affirmed the im portance o f  V ietnam  in 

Southeast Asia.

After the fifth Summit M eeting, Vietnam 

was appointed to be the chairm an o f  the 

ASEAN Standing Com m ittee  (ASC) and A R F  

in the term o f  office 2000-2001. V ietnam  also 

successfully held the 34lh Asian Foreign

M in is ters’ M eeting  and  the eighth A R F 

M eeting in Ju ly  2001. T h rough  these activities, 

V ietnam  could  prove its organization ability, 

contribute to setting  the internal problems of  

the association, and, together with other 

m em ber  countries , con tr ibu te  to the growth of 

ASHAN, heigh ten ing  the position o f  ASEAN 

as well as that o f  V ie tnam  in the w orld’s 

politics.

Looking back on the integration process o f  

V ietnam  as a m e m b e r  o f  A S E A N  in the period, 

the following c o m m en ts  can  be made:

Firstly, V ie tnam ’s integration into ASEAN 

was done favourably , with the agreement from 

6 m em ber countr ies  and the support o f  the 

w orld ’s opinion. V ie tn a m ’s contribution to the 

process o f  deve lopm en t o f  A SEA N  after the 

Cold W ar has responded  to V ie tn am ’s position 

in the association. A fter  becom ing  the seventh 

m em ber  o f  A S E A N , not only has Vietnam kept 

its com m itm ent but it has a lso  actively and 

positively offered m an y  initiatives so as to 

prom ote the reg ional co-operation.

Secondly, V ie tn a m ’s integration into 

A S E A N  in recent years  has show n that in the 

present in ternational s ituation, differences in 

political system s and ideology, if  appropriately 

dealt with, are not unsolvable  obstacles in the 

process of regional in tegration. This  is not just 

because A SEA N  has a f lexible  structure of 

organization that cou ld  adm it  all o f  the 

Southeast A sian countr ies  but more 

importantly, V ie tnam  and other ASEAN 

countries have m any  m utua l benefits in a 

peaceful, stable, and developing  Southeast
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Asia. All o f  the Southeast A sian  countries are 

interested in an env ironm en t which is 

favourable for the assu rance  o f  their national 

independence, territorial integrity , economic 

developm ent, and life im provem ent according 

to the orientation raised by “ Vision 2020” . All 

o f  the Southeast A sian  coun tr ies  have com m on 

problem s that they all have to solve: erasing 

hunger and reducing  poverty, preventing 

sm uggling, piracy, forest fire, drugs, diseases, 

and social evils. The Southeast A sian  countries 

m ust be watchful for the d an g e r  o f  insecurity 

due to the in ternal and ex te rnal destructive 

activities which cause  e thn ic  and religion 

conflicts, k idnapping, and terrorism. Each 

coun try 's  effort can only  be m ultiplied if it is 

part o f  the m utual  effort  o f  the whole 

association, so the connec t ion  am ong the 

m em ber  countries  is an  objective dem and 

which brings about benefits  for them  all.

Thirdly, V ie tn a m ’s jo in ing  into ASEAN 

and the increase o f  A S E A N  m em bers  up to ten 

have increased the collective strength o f  

A SEAN and the im portance  o f  its voice in the 

international politics. T hanks  to its agreement, 

ASEA N  has increased its pa rtne rs '  trust. As a 

result, A SEA N  has successfu lly  held the 

m eetings o f  A R F  and A S E M , positively 

contributed to A PEC, and offered m any 

initiatives to ensure  peace and  security in the 

region as well as in the world. At the same 

time, m any A SEA N  countr ies  have received 

assistance and investm ent from  big countries 

and international organizations. A S E A N ’s 

position in the w o r ld ’s relations has 

rem arkably increased.

W ith  its effort and coiUribution to the 

co m m o n  success  o f  A SEA N , V ietnam  has 

raised its ow n position  in the eyes o f  

international organizations and of other 

countries. A fter jo in ing  A SEA N , V ietnam  has 

actively taken  part in  the external activities o f  

the association. It has also had its position in 

the activities o f  A R F  and ASEM  and it jo ined 

APEC. V ie tnam  has political, economic, and 

cultural rela tions with the regional 

organizations and with most countries, 

especially  the big ones. T he  heads-of-state o f  

the superpow ers in the world have visited 

V ie tnam , expressing  friendship  and goodwill in 

cooperation. T he  V ie tnam -C h ina  relation and 

V ie tn a m -R u ss ia  relation have been reinforced 

and en larged  and the V ie tnam -A m erica  

Bilateral T rade  A greem en t was signed, which 

is the rem arkab le  m anifestation o f  the 

achievem ent o f  V ie tn am ’s external activities. 

T he preparation for V ietnam  to jo in  W T O  is on 

a prom ising progress. These  achievem ents help 

V ietnam  en ter  a new century  with more 

confident and steady steps.

Fourth, each  step o f  development, 

however, creates new problem s and new 

challenges. O n  the one hand, these  problems 

have historically derived from the 

consequences  o f  the long-lasting war-time, 

which c a n ’t be overcom e overnight. On the 

o ther hand, they have recently c o m e  from the 

unbalance o f  the developm ent level and 

business experience. Exploiting the internal 

force and the strong will to deve lop  strongly 

and taking advantage o f  ex te rna l  aids will 

m ake  our developm ent steady and  effective. To
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do this, it is necessary  to consolida te  the 

agreement within A SEA N , to increase peace

keeping, political security and stability in 

Southeast Asia to strengthen  regional econom ic 

integration, and to en la rge  international 

relations.

3. Conclusion: some proposals

a .  There m ust be a scientific  prediction of 

the future o f  ASEAN . A S E A N  should be a 

mere organization connecting  the countries  in 

the region, in the sense o f  an association , with 

com m on goals. It should respect the benefits 

and traditions o f  each country. It should not be 

a union  like HU. The relations with those 

partners who have strong econom ic  potentials 

and political positions have brought about the 

challenge to ASEA N : it m ust keep  its dignity 

using its real ability; it m ust not be dependent 

or dominated by powerful forces in the w o r ld ’s 

politics. This requires not only  a great 

economic strength but also  appropriate  political 

strategies and flexible tactics. W ith  its typical 

characteristics, V ietnam  m ust p lan long-term 

integration strategies and prepare appropriate 

measures for effective settlem ent when 

possible problem s arise.

b. There must be appropriate  policies for 

each ASEAN m em ber, especially  for Laos and 

Cambodia.

During the  process o f  recovering the 

relationship with the 6 fo rm er A SEAN 

countries, V ie tnam  has produced  m any 

appropriate policies, p rom oting  com m on  

beneficial sim ilarities, reducing  the negative

effects o f  the d iffe rences , and taking the 

opportunity  to s treng then  integration, 

especially econom ic  integration.

As far as L aos  and C am bod ia  are 

concerned, V ie tnam , on  the one hand, should 

intensify the traditional relation m ain ly  for 

political security; on  the o ther  hand, V ietnam  

should help them  with as m u ch  investm ent and 

aid as possib le  so  ạs  to occupy  a certain  

position in their deve lopm ent. In com parison  

with m any  countr ies  investing in Laos and 

Cambodia, V ie tn a m ’s econom ic  ability  is weak 

so profit should  not be the only  goal; when 

necessary, there shou ld  be flexible  policies so 

as to m ain tain  favourable  relations for political 

security. The rela tions with Laos and to 

Cam bodia  should  be d ifferent. The stability in 

these two countr ies  has a d irec t effect on 

V ie tnam ’s stability.

c. F irm ly  keep  the principle o f  agreem ent 

and non-in terference; f irm ly keep  the balance 

in external relations.

It should  be em phasized  that the real 

leading goal o f  A S E A N  since  its birth  has been 

political in nature though  the Bangkok 

Declaration in 1967 said that its goal was to 

promote the soc io -econom ic  developm ent. The 

Z O PFA N  D eclara tion  in 1971, the Bali Treaty 

in 1976, and A S E A N ’s activities in the 1970s 

and 1980s all tried to es tab lish  peace, security 

and stability in the reg ion . A fte r  the end o f  the 

Cold W ar and the se tt lem ent o f  the C am bodian  

problem, A S E A N  has paid m ore  attention to 

economic deve lopm ent, w hich was show n 

through the dec is ion  to es tab lish  AFTA.
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However, in reality, A S E A N ’s activities have 

followed the goal o f  peace and security, the 

evidence o f  which was A R F s  activities and the 

appeal for Southeast Asia without nuclear 

weapons (SEANFW Z). After the monetary 

crisis in 1997, political problems arose in some 

countries with the tendency o f  secession, 

terrorism, religion and ethnic conflicts. A  spark 

in an area or local can spread to large areas in a 

country or in the whole region. Southeast Asia 

is a big centre o f  Islam so m any countries in 

the region have been precautions after the event 

in September, 11th 2001. However, the danger 

of  a terrorism breakout as well as the spread o f  

"the war against anti-terrorism ” can occur in 

any place. As a result, peace-keeping, security, 

and stability in the region are the com m on 

benefit that connects the m em ber countries. 

This great benefit encourages the countries in 

the association to reach a high consensus on 

the present problems.

The ASEAN countries have tried to 

maintain peace, which has been done through 

the writing o f  the Set o f  Behaving Rules in the 

East Sea and through the offering o f  opening to 

their partners.

However, the regional changes which may 

cause aim ed conflicts are still potential. 

Vietnam, situated in Southeast Asia and in the 

West belt o f  the Pacific Ocean, has vital 

interests in all aspects and has relations with ail 

the countries in the region and with big 

countries. To maintain peace and stability, it is 

necessary to carry out equal policies among 

different countries, especially am ong the big

countries  whose interests are related to  the 

region.

N ow adays, when there  exist heating 

problem s in m any  regions and  the intentions o f  

the big countries  have been clearer and clearer, 

firmly pursuing the line o f  peace and the 

external policies which are  both vigilant and 

balanced am ong  the international forces is the 

least dangerous  way to protect domestic and 

regional security , and stability.

d. Promote the active economic 

integration into the region.

E conom ic  integration, at any level, 

includes both  cooperation and competition. 

A SEA N  countries have decided to establish 

A F T A /C E P T  because each country has its own 

benefits  in the comm on benefits brought about 

by A FTA . The private benefits depend on the 

com petitive  strength o f  each  economy and the 

com m on benefits depend on  the solidarity, the 

m ain tenance  o f  peace and stability, and the 

agreed commitments. The m ore the 

dependence  am ong the countries and economic 

system s increases, the higher the demand to 

protect the national interest and competition is.

V ie tn a m ’s biggest difficulty is how to 

actively and positively join the current o f  the 

regional e c o n o m y  integration and, at the same 

time, protect ard develop all the national 

interests, the typical identity as well as the 

interests o f  the region. In the course o f  

integration, V ictram  has had some favourable 

conditions such IS natural resources, people, 

dynam ism , and appropriate external policies. In 

o rder  to integrate into ASEAN effectively and
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go further when V ietnam  has jo ined  W TO, It IS 

necessary for V ietnam  to overcom e present 

challenges and difficulties. Vietnam has to 

prepare appropriate and effective m easures and 

policies to increase the competitive strength of 

the econom y and to turn challenges into 

opportunities for developm ent. It IS necessary  

to thoroughly grasp and observe the Political 

D epartm ent’s R esolu tion  to actively integrate 

into the international econom y. The Resolution 

contains the goals, the guiding opinions, and 

particular duties. In the m eantim e, econom ists  

and business people have to have a 

comprehensive understanding o f  the rules and 

laws o f  ASEAN in general and o f  each partner 

in particular. The question W hat do you know  

about the ASE AN  custom ers?  has not been N 

fluently answered by business people. The 

ignorance o f  the regional and international 

markets will pay a price. The saving “ 

Knowing about the rival and knowing about 

oneself will help  one win all the battles" is still 

helpful in to d ay ’s external economy.

c. Increase educational and cultural exchange:

Education and culture are  two broad 

fields. Here we just mention som e points:

- Language: Due to m any  objective 

conditions, teaching  and learning foreign 

languages in V ie tnam , from secondary schools 

to universities (except those specializing in 

foreign languages), are still very weak. A 

social survey could prove that m ost university 

graduates, even university lecturers (except 

those who m ajo r  in foreign languages) could 

not use a foreign language proficiently in their

profession. How one could receive the world 's 

research achievem ents and use them in his/her 

lectures and research projects so as to 

modernize training if s/he does not use foreign 

languages?

We have attached importance to exporting 

labour but what we have not succeeded in is 

that we have sent abroad people who c a n ’t 

speak a foreign language to know what to do 

and how to do  it. W e are proud that 

Vietnamese workers are hard-working, skilful 

and quickly adaptable to technology. However, 

how can workers develop these strengths when 

they work abroad with a very poor competence 

in using foreign languages? Then, at high 

schools, vocational schools, and universities, 

teaching foreign languages must be 

incorporated in an overall strategy, with 

different levels appropriate for different 

learners. This is an effective long-term 

investment for integration as well as for labour 

export.

- Cultural exchanges among ASEAN 

countries are very important. Through cultural 

exchanges, V ietnam  must better understand its 

friends and try to be better understood by them. 

Specially, it is necessary to write materials 

introducing A SEA N  and its m em bers  in such a 

way that they are easy to read, to remember, 

and to popularize.

- Not onlv do we pay attention to teaching 

and learning languages, we must also attach 

importance to. popularizing the Vietnamese 

language and culture abroad. Popularizing the 

Vietnamese language and culture has not been
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properly paid atten tion  to and put at a strategic 

range. The im age o f  V ie tnam  has been 

considerab ly  bent, c rea ting  im proper obstac les  

to the exchange  with, in tegration into and 

connection  with the region.

In such  a situation, it is necessary  to write 

m ateria ls about V ie tnam  in foreign languages 

in order to m ake V ie tnam  know n to A SEA N  

countries  and to the w hole world. However, 

only  a few m ateria ls  o f  such  kinds have been 

written. U sing foreign languages to introduce 

the research  results o f  V ie tnam ese  scientists 

will a lso  increase the e xchange  o f  culture and 

science in the region. U p  to now, som e 

scientific jou rna ls  in V ie tnam  have published 

annual issues written in foreign languages, 

w hich has a very practical m eaning .

W e have a very favourable  opportunity  for 

cultural exchanges  o rganiz ing  S E A G A M E S  22 

in V ie tnam  in 2003. Preparation has been

carried out in training, practising, and building 

the infrastructure. One equally  im portant 

preparation that m ust be done is to help 

V ie tnam ese  people know about their guests  

(w ho have many differences in religion and 

tradition) and behave in a civilized and polite 

m anner. This is necessary for V ie tnam ese  sport 

persons because they often interact with 

foreigners so they have many opportunities to 

introduce Vietnam and its people to foreigners. 

Som etim es foreigners m ay have an im proper 

understanding about Vietnam  just  because o f  a 

p layer’s improper behaviour. Som etim es the 

im age o f  Vietnam is distorted in the eye o f  

foreigners just because o f  an improper 

com petition  or behaviour lacking calm. This is 

part o f  the content o f  the peop le ’s external 

activities, a field which the party and 

governm ent always attach im portance to.
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