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Hai Hong Nguyen is Honorary Research Fellow at the Centre for Policy Futures, Faculty 
of Humanities and Social Sciences, the University of Queensland, Australia.

VIETNAM IN 2020:
The Year in Transition

Hai Hong Nguyen

On 30 December 2019, speaking at the virtual year-end national conference between 
the central and local governments, the secretary-general of the Communist Party 
of Vietnam (CPV) and president of Vietnam, Nguyen Phu Trong, set the scene 
for the country in 2020:

It is the final year of the current tenure [of the 12th Party Congress], 

which will have a decisive significance for the successful completion of 

the tasks set out in the 12th Party Congress Resolution. It is also the 

year that will see: congresses of party committees at all local levels to be 

held in the lead-up to the 13th National Party Congress, the celebration 

of the 90th anniversary of the founding of the CPV and the Vietnam 

Fatherland Front, 75 years of Vietnam’s national independence, the 

130th birthday of President Ho Chi Minh, Vietnam taking the rotational 

ASEAN chairmanship and the non-permanent membership in the United 

Nations Security Council for the 2020–2021 term, and many other political 

events of paramount significance.1

Unforeseen in Trong’s vision were the ramifications of the coronavirus pandemic, 
known as COVID-19. Though COVID-19 had significant adverse impacts on both 
domestic politics and foreign relations during the year, Vietnam’s effective response 
to the pandemic not only earned credit for the Vietnamese government overseas2 but 
also intensified the CPV’s legitimacy at home.3 At the same government function 
on 28 December 2020, almost one year later, Trong was able to define 2020 as 
“more successful than 2019 and the most successful year in the past five years”. 
Trong singled out achievements on the following five fronts:
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382 Hai Hong Nguyen

First, the prompt, timely, flexible and effective responses to COVID-19 

and national disasters. Second, making all efforts to maintain and recover 

the economy to achieve the possible highest growth rate. Third, continued 

progress in the cultural, social, healthcare, education and training and 

science and technology sectors. Fourth, crucial achievements in foreign 

relations and international integration, contributing to the elevation of 

the country’s credibility and position in the international arena. National 

defence and security continued to be intensified; national sovereignty, 

peaceful environment and stability were preserved, creating favourable 

conditions for national development. Fifth, party building work and the 

political system were constantly enhanced, acquiring impressive and 

outstanding outcomes which demonstrated positive changes and clear-cut 

quality improvements.4

Unsurprisingly, Trong did not forget to credit the role of “patriotism, national 
unity and pride, people’s trust in the party leadership and state management, as 
well as the superiority of the socialist system being pursued in the country” for 
Vietnam’s accomplishments.5 Objectively, this ideological claim has some basis. 
Vietnam effectively contained COVID-19,6 delivered positive economic growth7 
and demonstrated “successful” foreign relations8 in a challenging year around the 
globe. With COVID-19 sweeping the world and causing massive losses of human 
life in many Western societies, Vietnam’s success has prompted many to ponder 
whether authoritarian regimes were able to govern their societies more effectively 
than democratic ones.9

This chapter takes stock of the developments in 2020 in Vietnam’s foreign 
relations and domestic politics. On the domestic front, three key matters will be 
analysed. The first is the political developments leading up to the CPV’s National 
Congress that will be held in January 2021. A broad examination suggests that 
though democratic reforms within the party have been made and are arguably 
more advanced than those in the Chinese Communist Party, there is hardly any 
change with respect to the party’s power structures and operational processes. 
The CPV essentially still follows a Stalinist model in which all power is vested 
with the party, enabling the party to select and determine, without elections, who 
would lead state ministries and agencies, making the promise of “building a state 
of the people, by the people, and for the people”, as articulated in the CPV’s 
documents, ring hollow. One consequence arising from the lack of transparency 
in the CPV’s selection of leaders is the never-ending speculation about infighting 
within the party, which is hardly dampened by the party chief’s direction that “the 
Congress is an opportune occasion to sort out and purify cadres”.10
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Vietnam in 2020 383

The second political matter that drew no less public attention in 2020 is 

the anti-corruption campaign popularly known as đốt lò (“furnance burning”, as 

described by Trong).11 Indeed, never in the seventy-five-year history of the CPV 

had there been such a large number of corruption cases involving high-ranking 

government and party officials. The individuals implicated include even members of 

the CPV’s politburo and the central committee, and they were variously investigated, 

disciplined, prosecuted, charged in court and expelled from the party.12

The third key issue in Vietnam’s domestic politics is the country’s notorious 

human rights record.13 The deadly clashes between the police and villagers in 

Đồng Tâm over land disputes and the intimidation, harassment, restrictions on 

movement, physical assaults, arbitrary arrests and imprisonment of bloggers and 

activists are in sharp tension with the impressive achievements on the economic 

front and the fight against COVID-19. The party state’s breaches of human rights 

can be attributed to the perceived threat to the CPV’s monopoly of power and 

national security.

On foreign relations, the general impression is that Vietnam successfully 

fulfilled a “double task” as the ASEAN chair and a non-permanent member of 

the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). It is no exaggeration to claim that, 

despite COVID-19, or perhaps precisely because of its response to the pandemic, 

Vietnam’s conduct of diplomacy in 2020 has substantially contributed to the 

elevation of the country’s influence and reputation in the global arena.

Domestic Politics: The Party Congress, Anti-Corruption and 
Human Rights

Other than the battle against COVID-19, these three topics stood out and drew 

the greatest public attention throughout the year.

The Party Congress: The Art of Power Arrangement

The Party Congress is like a crowd creating a mosaic using an established set 

of pieces—in this case, the crowd is the 180 official members and 20 alternate 

members of the CPV Central Committee. The process of assembling such a 

harmonious picture is therefore comparable to the art of power arrangement.

The CPV’s preparations for its 13th National Congress, set to be held between 

25 January and 2 February 2021, began at the end of 2018. As part of its routine 

business, the congress elects the members of the Central Committee, who then 

elect among themselves the secretary-general and members of the secretariat and 
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384 Hai Hong Nguyen

the politburo. Special attention is being paid to the upcoming 13th Congress 
because the “four pillars”—referring to the secretary-general, the state president, 
the prime minister and the chairperson of the National Assembly—are expected to 
step down because their current holders will exceed the stipulated age limit.14 The 
party, however, has invented the “special case” (trường hợp đặc biệt) exception to 
circumvent the age limit. This has invited speculation over whether the “special 
case” exception might be extended to any one of the following four at the 13th 
Congress: Secretary-General Trong (who assumed the additional role of head of 
state following President Tran Dai Quang’s sudden death in August 2018), Prime 
Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc, National Assembly Chair Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan 
and Executive Member of the CPV Secretariat Tran Quoc Vuong.15 In particular, 
Decision No. 1722 issued in November 2020 by Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan 
Phuc, which categorized the party’s plans for the “four pillars plus” positions16 
as “top secret”,17 has prompted rumours about party in-fighting.18 The CPV has, 
however, made ambiguity into an art form, rendering predictions foolhardy.19

Prior to the 13th Congress, a list was circulated containing the names of 
more than 300 “strategic cadres” (cán bộ cấp chiến lược), from which the 200 
elected members of the Central Committee for the next five years (and even 
beyond) might be drawn. Even though the CPV has found, in a self-assessment, 
that the personnel planning and preparation for the 13th Congress has been more 
democratic and thorough compared to the 12th Congress in 2016,20 the politburo 
continues to set the rules and decide who will be included in the candidates list.21

At the provincial level, the CPV implemented a series of rotations of cadres 
(điều động cán bộ) throughout the year despite the impact of COVID-19. Prior 
to each provincial party committee conference, the politburo often intervened 
in the personnel list that had been prepared by the local party functionaries. 
The intervention takes the form of the “introduction” of a person rotated from 
another province or central government agency, who would then be elected as 
the secretary of the provincial party committee.22 The data shows that 27 of the 
67 secretaries of provincial and municipal party committees, who will be among 
the 200 members of the next Central Committee, are not local to the areas where 
they were elected.23 The reason for the cadre rotation policy has never been 
disclosed, but it appears that the party is concerned that enduring concentrations 
of local power and connections can give rise to local-level corruption. It is not 
yet clear whether this technique of power arrangement is effective in reducing 
corruption. Nevertheless, it indicates the party’s self-awareness that party members 
and government officials can find opportunities to abuse their power for personal 
gains in an authoritarian regime.
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Vietnam in 2020 385

Anti-Corruption: “Đốt lò” (furnace blazing)

The đốt lò, the anti-corruption campaign led by Secretary-General Trong, 

continued to blaze in 2020. Le Thanh Hai, a former politburo member and the 

secretary of the Ho Chi Minh Municipal Party Committee, and Hoang Trung 

Hai, an incumbent politburo member and the secretary of the Hanoi Municipal 

Party Committee, were disciplined on 8 and 10 January respectively and issued 

warnings for “serious wrongdoings”.24 Hoang Trung Hai’s position in Hanoi was 

then taken over by Deputy Prime Minister Vuong Dinh Hue. In August, Nguyen 

Duc Chung, a member of the CPV Central Committee and the chairperson of the 

Hanoi Municipal People’s Committee, was arrested and prosecuted for the crime 

of appropriating secret state documents in connection with a money laundering 

case.25 In December, Chung was given a five-year prison sentence26 and expelled 

from the party.27 A warning was also given to Nguyen Van Binh, a politburo 

member and the chairperson of the Central Commission for Economic Affairs 

(CCEA).28 Binh was disciplined for “serious wrongdoings” during his tenure 

as the governor of the State Bank of Vietnam under the government of former 

prime minister Nguyen Tan Dung. In addition, two members of the CPV Central 

Committee—the party secretary of Quang Ngai29 and a deputy chairperson of the 

CCEA30—were also given warnings.

The term đốt lò, or “furnace blazing”, was coined by Trong during a 2016 

meeting with his constituents in Hanoi when he likened his anti-corruption efforts 

to a blazing furnace that would burn both dry and fresh firewood, suggesting that 

corrupt officials—whether still serving or retired—would be held accountable. 

Trong’s anti-graft efforts began with his failed attempt to punish a member of 

the politburo at a party conference in 2012.31 It was speculated that the politburo 

member in question was then–prime minister Nguyen Tan Dung,32 who ran a 

government rife with patronage and rent-seeking.33 Since 2016, after being re-

elected to a second term, Trong has strongly pushed forward with the đốt lò 

campaign. Subsequent grand corruption cases have been pursued and investigated 

under Trong’s direction. Dozens of incumbent and former high-ranking government 

officials, many of whom reportedly had close connections with the retired Nguyen 

Tan Dung, have been prosecuted and brought to trial.

Trong’s đốt lò campaign heated up further in 2020 in the run up to 13th Party 

Congress. In a meeting of the Central Steering Committee for Anti-Corruption 

under his chairmanship, Trong instructed that “officials who appear to be involved 

in embezzlement and corruption must not be elected to the next party committee. 

The Party Congress is a chance to sort out and purify cadres.”34 Trong’s đốt lò 
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has been compared to Chinese President Xi Jinping’s “beating tiger, killing flies” 
(đả hổ, diệt ruồi) campaign, which has purged Xi’s rivals and consolidated his 
power.35 This observation might not be valid in Trong’s case, however, and his 
anti-corruption efforts to “clean” the party are best interpreted as being sincere. 
A Marxist theoretician who is ideologically committed to communism, Trong 
appears to be seeking to solidify the legitimacy of the CPV’s rule and prevent 
the regime’s collapse from within—a lesson that Vietnamese leaders have drawn 
from the break-up of communist regimes in the former Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe. What has been a concern is whether the đốt lò campaign will continue in 
the post-Trong era. Though Trong himself has said that the fight against corruption 
has become “an irreversible movement and trend”,36 and that there is nothing to 
prevent the anti-corruption drive from moving forward,37 much depends on the 
outcome of the 13th Congress and what happens afterward.

Human Rights and Freedoms: Worse Records

Human Rights Watch, a Washington-based organization that monitors the state of 
human rights around the world, issued a report in January 2021 on human rights 
conditions for 2020 in one hundred countries, including Vietnam. The report states 
that the party state “continued to systematically violate basic civil and political 
rights in 2020”.38 As has often been recorded, criticism or activities considered 
to pose a threat to security, to defame government officials or challenge the 
legitimacy of the party state are not tolerated by the authorities. The party state 
considers regime security a priority at all times, and the police are deemed “the 
crown sword” to protect the regime. Vietnamese leaders often remind the police 
that “if the party survives, so do you”.39 Because of this it appears that human 
rights violations committed by the police are overlooked.

Serious violations of human rights in Vietnam in 2020 began with the deadly 
9 January clashes between police and residents in Dong Tam commune, about 
forty kilometres from Hanoi, over land disputes. The Ministry of Public Security 
marked the incident as a “public order disturbance”,40 while many social media 
activists called it an “attack” by the police on innocent villagers.41 The collusion 
between authorities and vested interests over the land also drew the attention of 
the international media.42 Three police officers and a villager were killed in the 
clashes.43 While the three deceased policemen were posthumously honoured by 
the state as heroic martyrs for sacrificing their lives “for peace of the people”, an 
eighty-four-year-old village elder known as Kình, who was stamped to death by 
the police, was described as a “terrorist”.44 In September, twenty-nine members 
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of Mr Kinh’s extended family were charged by the Hanoi Municipal People’s 
Court for the crime of “murder and obstruction of officials in Dong Tam”. Of 
these twenty-nine, two defendants were sentenced to death and one was handed 
life imprisonment. Following the trial, local human rights activists published an 
independent report on the Dong Tam incident, providing facts that showed the 
violations of human rights by the police.45 The government, however, accused 
activists of using social media to impart disinformation about the incident.46 
According to a report in January by Amnesty International, three activists were 
arrested for social media posts they made about the clashes in Dong Tam, while a 
dozen Facebook users had their access to the platform restricted.47 In November, a 
group of UN human rights experts and special rapporteurs expressed their concerns 
over the government’s arrests of human rights defenders throughout the year for 
their advocacy of the Dong Tam case.48

Statistics presented by human rights organizations and activists indicate 
Vietnam’s deteriorating human rights record in 2020. Reporters Without Borders 
revealed that approximately twenty-five journalists and bloggers were arrested and 
held in jail in 2020 for offences such as conducting “activities aimed at overthrowing 
the government”, disseminating “anti-state propaganda” and “abusing the rights 
to freedom and democracy to threaten the interests of the state”.49 Local human 
rights activists have also reported that a total of seventy-two people, including 
social media users, dissidents and human rights defenders, have been arrested, 
detained and given prison sentences.50 More recently, Vietnam faced outrage 
from the international human rights community51 in response to the arrests and 
imprisonments of well-known human rights and civil society activists such as 
Pham Chi Thanh,52 Pham Doan Trang53 and three members of the Independent 
Journalists’ Association of Vietnam (Pham Chi Dung, Nguyen Tuong Thuy and 
Le Huu Minh).54 The 88 Project, a US-based organization tracking the human 
rights situation in Vietnam, reported that many political prisoners were subjected 
to torture in 2020.55 The party state has always rejected and condemned these 
criticisms as advocacy for illegal acts and outrage against the regime.56

According to Carl Thayer, a Vietnam expert at the University of New South 
Wales, the arrests of the regime’s dissidents and critics are “indirectly related to the 
forthcoming national party congress and part of a continuing process of stamping 
out dissent on sensitive social issues and deterring others from following suit”.57 
As Vietnam will have new leadership after the 13th Congress and the May 2021 
national elections, Thayer described the timing of the crackdown as “conducive 
for prospective future party leaders to demonstrate their loyalty to the socialist 
one-party regime by squelching pro-democracy activists”, while predicting that the 
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leadership transition “will only reinforce the existing system and continue to oppose 
political pluralism”.58 Indeed, there is no sign to suggest that an improvement in 
Vietnam’s human rights record should be expected in 2021 or the years to come.

Foreign Relations

In 2020, Vietnam emerged not only as an active and proactive player on the 
international stage but also as a rule maker on both regional and international 
stages. In addition to undertaking the “dual tasks” of being the ASEAN Chair 
and a non-permanent member of the UNSC, Vietnam actively participated in and 
contributed to other regional and international mechanisms such as APEC and the 
G20 and concluded the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
agreement. Vietnam also engaged in the so-called “face mask diplomacy” as the 
world struggled with COVID-19 and successfully promoted the internationalization 
of the issue of the South China Sea (or the East Sea in Vietnamese). The country 
also held a series of commemorative activities to mark its diplomatic relations with 
many countries and regional bodies, including the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 
country’s membership in ASEAN, seventy years of diplomatic relations with both 
China and Russia, twenty-five years of the normalization of diplomatic relations 
with the United States and thirty years of relations with the European Union.

Vietnam’s busy diplomatic schedule in 2020 reflects the continuity of its 
consistent foreign policy of pursuing “diversification and multilateralisation of 
external relations, active and proactive international integration”59 that was adopted 
at the 7th Congress in 1991. More specifically, this policy has sought to “attach 
importance to and deepen” bilateral diplomacy and “actively and proactively 
participate and make contribution to building and shaping”60 international 
mechanisms in multilateral diplomacy.

Multilateral Diplomacy: “Active and Proactive” Approach

Vietnam’s multilateral diplomacy in 2020 was reflected in its role as the ASEAN 
Chair and a non-permanent UNSC member for a two-year term from 2020 to 2021.

ASEAN

Having taken the rotational chairmanship of ASEAN, Vietnam proposed the theme 
of “Cohesive and Responsive” for the regional grouping in 2020, which consisted 
of five priorities; namely, “to actively contribute to a regional environment of 
peace, security and stability”, “to bring prosperity through regional integration and 
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connectivity, heighten ASEAN’s adaptability to the 4th Industrial Revolution to 
grasp opportunities”, “to raise the awareness of ASEAN Community and Identity”, 
“to strengthen partnerships for peace and sustainable development, and promote 
the role and contribution of ASEAN in the international community” and “enhance 
the capacity and operational efficiency of ASEAN”.61 But the unforeseen outbreak 
and swift spread of COVID-19 forced Vietnam to adjust the proceedings of the 
organization and the content of its meetings. The most evident adjustment was for 
all meetings to be convened virtually. More than five hundred virtual meetings were 
nimbly organized.62 Vietnam proactively supported collaboration within ASEAN 
and between ASEAN and its external partners in response to COVID-19. The 
efforts of Vietnam went beyond statements63 to include concrete action such as 
establishing the COVID-19 ASEAN Response Fund,64 setting-up a Regional Reserve 
of Medical Supplies for Public Health Emergencies65 and initiating frameworks 
and measures to boost economic recovery in the post-COVID context through 
tourism, agriculture and employment. Under Vietnam’s leadership, ASEAN also 
held special meetings with its major external partners on COVID-19, such as the 
14 April summit between ASEAN members and the three East Asian nations 
of China, Japan and the Republic of Korea,66 the 23 April meeting between the 
foreign ministers of ASEAN and the United States67 and the 17 June meeting 
between the foreign ministers of ASEAN and Russia.68

Vietnam also actively worked with other ASEAN members to foster specific 
measures to strengthen the ASEAN community with the adoption of the Hanoi 
Declaration on the ASEAN Community’s Post-2025 Vision.69 The instrument 
aims to intensify cohesion, unity, thinking and community-oriented actions within 
ASEAN. The grouping also continued to discuss and collaborate on regional 
issues, including on the South China Sea dispute.

Additionally, under Vietnam’s chairmanship in 2020, ASEAN and the European 
Union elevated their Dialogue Partnership into a Strategic Partnership.70 Colombia, 
Cuba and South Africa signed instruments of accession to the Treaty of Amity 
and Cooperation (which serves as the foundational treaty of ASEAN),71 while 
France and Italy officially became ASEAN’s development partners.72 Another 
remarkable milestone reached under Vietnam’s chairmanship was the signing of 
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), which further fosters 
regional economic integration among fifteen Asia-Pacific countries.

Overall, more than eighty documents were signed and adopted, representing 
a solid achievement for Vietnam’s chairmanship of ASEAN, particularly given the 
impact of COVID-19. Vietnam demonstrated its leadership capability and emerged 
as “a strong, trustworthy and special mainstay” within ASEAN.73
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The United Nations

The United Nations occupies a crucial place in Vietnam’s strategy of multilateral 
diplomacy. During the week of 22 to 29 September to observe the 75th anniversary 
of the founding of the UN, all three top Vietnamese leaders (Secretary-General 
and President Nguyen Phu Trong,74 Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc75 and 
Chairperson of the National Assembly Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan76) delivered pre-
recorded messages to the UN General Assembly highlighting the role of the world 
body and Vietnam’s commitment to promoting multilateral diplomacy. Deputy 
Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs Pham Binh Minh also delivered a 
message reiterating Vietnam’s commitment to nuclear weapons disarmament and 
non-proliferation efforts to a high-level meeting commemorating the International 
Day for the Total Elimination of Nuclear Weapons on 2 October.77

When Vietnam was elected to be a non-permanent member of the UNSC 
for the 2020–21 term it was the country’s second appointment to the role and 
considered “a big honour”.78 Compared to its previous 2008–9 term, Vietnam 
was a far more active and proactive UNSC member this time around. In the first 
month of returning to the UNSC, Vietnam presided over the body and initiated a 
ministerial-level open debate,79 which resulted in the first-ever Statement by the 
President of the UNSC calling on the world to uphold the values and principles of 
the UN Charter, such as “non-use of force, respect for sovereignty and territorial 
integrity and peaceful dispute settlement”.80 In December, Vietnam hosted a global 
conference on “Women, Peace and Security”.81

Having taken concurrent presidency of both ASEAN and the UNSC in January 
2020, Vietnam presided over the briefing about UNSC-ASEAN cooperation in 
maintaining international peace and security.82 The meeting was not only the first 
of its kind to mark the cooperation between the UNSC and a regional organization, 
but it also heightened the role of ASEAN at the global level.83

More specifically, Vietnam made a mark on the global scene when it took the 
lead in successfully negotiating the passage of UN General Assembly resolution 
A/RES/75/27,84 which was co-sponsored by 107 countries and adopted on 
7 December, proclaiming 27 December as the annual International Day of Epidemic 
Preparedness. The resolution recorded Vietnam’s role in driving collaboration in 
multilateral mechanisms.

South China Sea

Developments in late 2019 and during the first half of 2020 offered an opportunity 
for regional observers to reflect on China’s “business as usual” conduct based on its 
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groundless and excessive territorial claims in the South China Sea.85 China, as one 

of the six territorial claimants in the South China Sea, continually rebuffs attempts 

to bring the dispute into multilateral forums. But under Vietnam’s chairmanship 

of ASEAN in 2020, the South China Sea situation continued to be discussed 

and was referred to in the Chairman’s Statements of the 36th and 37th ASEAN 

Summits.86 In particular, the Chairman’s Statement of the 37th ASEAN Summit 

accentuated the importance of upholding the principles of international law and 

the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). Vietnam’s 

chair statements in 2020 were a relative departure from the softer approach adopted 

in the chair’s statements of the previous years, particularly with respect to the 

importance of UNCLOS.87

Vietnam’s success in including two robust paragraphs on the South China 

Sea in the Chairman’s Statements should be seen through the lens of the 

country’s strategy of multilateral diplomacy and its endorsement of an approach 

that internationalizes a dispute that involves multiple claimants.88 Furthermore, it 

goes without saying that more assertive actions by ASEAN and Vietnam were 

encouraged by statements and comments made by the United States,89 the United 

Kingdom, France and Germany90 denouncing China’s nine-dash-line claim and its 

aggressive actions in the South China Sea. This collective response was seemingly 

effective as China refrained from undertaking any aggressive action in the South 

China Sea in the second half of 2020.

Bilateral Diplomacy: “Placing Importance and Deepening” Drive

Even though it had to control the coronavirus outbreak domestically, Vietnam 

turned the global pandemic crisis into an opportunity to wield its soft power and 

burnish its credentials as a reliable partner for foreign countries and a responsible 

member of the international community. Quite early on, Vietnam, despite its 

lack of resources, implemented what has been called “COVID diplomacy”91 or 

“face mask diplomacy”92 to fortify its foreign relations. Countries that received 

donations of face masks from Vietnam were mainly its neighbouring countries, 

including China, Laos and Cambodia, and the nation’s seventeen strategic and 

comprehensive partners across Southeast Asia and East Asia, in Europe, North 

America and the Pacific. This is in accord with Vietnam’s approach of “placing 

importance and deepening” bilateral diplomacy, in which priority is given first 

and foremost to its neighbouring countries followed by strategic, comprehensive 

and other important partners.
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Vietnam’s bilateral diplomacy demonstrated flexibility and adaptability to 
the situation during the COVID-19 crisis. As the outbreak prevented face-to-
face meetings, Vietnam invigorated its bilateral relations through “telephone 
diplomacy”. More than thirty-three telephone conversations took place between 
Vietnamese leaders and their foreign counterparts. When COVID-19 was brought 
under control, Vietnam hosted visits by the South Korean foreign minister in 
September,93 the United Kingdom’s foreign secretary94 and international trade 
secretary (who was in Hanoi to conclude the UK-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement) 
respectively in September and December 95 and the United States’ secretary of 
state96 and national security adviser97 respectively in October and November. 
Japan’s Yoshihide Suga chose to visit Vietnam for his first foreign trip as prime 
minister in October, indicating Vietnam’s importance to the Japanese Indo-Pacific 
strategy.98 Regional observers also took note that Vietnam was the only Southeast 
Asian nation excluded from Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s 2020 regional 
tour. This was because of Vietnam’s tougher stances on the South China Sea and 
Mekong River issues.99

Vietnam’s relations with the United States, Japan and India (three of the four 
countries in the Quadrilateral arrangement, which also includes Australia) stood 
out among the country’s bilateral relations in 2020.

If not for COVID-19, Secretary-General and State President Trong would 
have visited Washington DC at the invitation of President Donald Trump to 
commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the normalization of diplomatic 
relations between the two former wartime foes. Trump had extended the invitation 
to Trong in February 2019 when the former was in Hanoi for the summit with 
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. But, because of the pandemic and a minor 
stroke Trong suffered in April 2019, he was unable to make the visit a reality.

The two countries nevertheless held various significant activities to com-
memorate the anniversary. Trong and Trump exchanged congratulatory messages 
confirming the determination by the two sides to consolidate and amplify 
their comprehensive partnership based on a “shared vision of a peaceful and 
prosperous Indo-Pacific and respect for each other’s sovereignty”.100 In March, 
the USS Theodore Roosevelt made a port call in Vietnam—thus being the 
second American aircraft carrier to do so—to implicitly send out a message 
underscoring the depth of the two countries’ strategic ties. As mentioned, there 
were also visits by Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and National Security 
Advisor Robert O’Brien.

All was not plain sailing, however. Bilateral ties between Vietnam and 
the United States were strained by the designation of Vietnam as a currency 
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manipulator101 and the investigation into the prices of Vietnamese timber exports 
to the United States.102 This is a distressing legacy in US-Vietnam bilateral ties 
left by the Trump administration for the new Biden administration to deal with. 
But, given their shared strategic interests in the region, the two sides can be 
expected to resolve this dispute.

With Japan, Suga followed the steps of his predecessor Shinzo Abe in choosing 
Vietnam for his first foreign visit as prime minister. This indicates not only the 
great importance Japan places on its bilateral ties with the Southeast Asian nation, 
but also Vietnam’s role and position in Japan’s Indo-Pacific strategy. (By way 
of comparison, in 2017 President Donald Trump unveiled his administration’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy in Da Nang, a coastal city in the central region of Vietnam, 
while attending the APEC Summit.)103 During his Vietnam visit, Prime Minister 
Suga also made known his government’s plan to promote Japan’s Free and Open 
Indo-Pacific Vision,104 while emphasizing that Vietnam is a crucial stakeholder 
to achieving that vision.105

In July, Japan provided Vietnam with 36.6 billion yen (US$347 million) to 
help the latter increase its maritime security capacity, including building six new 
patrol vessels.106 During Prime Minister Suga’s visit, the two countries signed an 
agreement to transfer Japanese defence technology to Vietnam.107

India is increasingly becoming one of Vietnam’s most important strategic 
partners in the areas of economic development, defence and security. The key 
factor fuelling closer cooperation in these fields is their shared perceptions of a 
looming aggressive China.108 The first half of 2020 witnessed an Indian-Chinese 
skirmish in Ladakh in north-western India that saw twenty Indian soldiers killed.109 
Meanwhile, Vietnam has also had to cope constantly with China’s aggressive 
encroachment into its territories in the South China Sea.110

Vietnam and India have developed a traditional relationship since the era 
of President Ho Chi Minh and Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru.111 The two 
countries had elevated their 2007 Strategic Partnership into a Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership in 2016, signed a Joint Vision Statement on Vietnam-India 
Defence Cooperation for the period from 2015 to 2020 and recorded a two-way 
trade revenue of US$10 billion in 2018. Both the bilateral economic relationship 
and defence and security cooperation progressed substantially in 2020.112

In February, Vietnam’s vice president paid a visit to India and attended an 
official ceremony to launch direct air routes between cities in the two countries, 
which is expected to facilitate trade, tourism and people-to-people exchanges.113 
Though COVID-19 had an impact on pre-planned visits and face-to-face meetings, 
the second half of 2020 witnessed an active diplomatic agenda between the 
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senior officials of the two countries. Consecutive virtual dialogues saw a meeting 
of both foreign ministers in August,114 the defence ministers in November115 
and the prime ministers in December.116 In these meetings, Vietnam received 
a strong commitment from India for assistance to improve Vietnam’s defence 
capacity. Notably, in December, the naval forces of the two countries conducted 
a “passage exercise” for the first time ever to boost maritime cooperation in the 
South China Sea.117

Conclusion

The CPV closed its 14th Plenary of the Central Committee in mid-December 2020 
without having reached a consensus on who would be granted the “special case” 
exception, which would have allowed such individuals to stay in power beyond 
the tenure of the 13th Congress.

Despite the impact of COVID-19, Vietnam made positive achievements 
in virtually all fields in 2020, except for its human rights record. Nevertheless, 
Secretary-General Trong has repeatedly warned that “there should be no self-
complacency and nobody should self-satisfy with laurel wreath”.118 Certainly, 
Vietnam should expect more than a few challenges in 2021.

As scheduled, the 13th party congress will be followed by national elections, 
upon which a new National Assembly will be installed and many government 
agencies will experience reshuffles. The first challenge relates to how the changes 
in personnel at the senior levels will cause delays before the state-party apparatus 
will be able to run smoothly, even though the party has already determined future 
staffing arrangements. The second challenge will be the continued struggle against 
COVID-19. Vietnam will take a cautious approach about opening its doors to the 
outside world, including prospective foreign investors. This will likely have an 
impact on whether economic goals are achieved for 2021 or even for the entire 
tenure of the new National Assembly.

A third challenge will be the sustainability of the đốt lò campaign. The 
anti-corruption drive will undoubtedly continue if Secretary-General Trong is 
re-elected. But the campaign might not be as intense as it was in 2020 because 
the CPV will want to “catch the mice but keep the pot unbroken”.119 The fourth 
challenge, which will likely endure beyond 2021, is the South China Sea issue. 
Brunei will occupy the ASEAN chair in 2021. While Brunei is one of the six 
claimants in the South China Sea, it has adopted a rather quiet approach to the 
dispute. It is unknown, therefore, whether ASEAN under Brunei’s chairmanship 
will continue to maintain a common voice and adopt the same collective approach 

21-J07600 11 Vietnam.indd   394 11/5/21   2:53 PM

This content downloaded from 
�������������149.10.125.20 on Sun, 27 Mar 2022 19:49:48 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Vietnam in 2020 395

to the South China Sea issue as the grouping did under Vietnam in 2020. A weak 
voice and any compromise by ASEAN will certainly affect Vietnam’s interests. 
This is a concern though not only for Vietnam but also for the other member 
states. The final challenge awaiting Vietnam is convincing the new American 
administration not to impose tariffs on Vietnamese exports following the USTR’s 
designation of Vietnam as a currency manipulator. In addition, unlike during 
the Trump administration, which focused more on the bilateral trade balance, 
Vietnam’s human rights records will be more closely scrutinized by the Biden 
administration. Many promising aspects of US-Vietnam strategic cooperation 
might be constrained if the focus turns to the alleged violations of human rights 
by the CPV party state.
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