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US-Vietnam Defense Diplomacy: Challenges from
the Ukraine War

Pham Thi Yen*

This article analyzes activities of defense diplomacy between Vietnam and the US
before the Ukraine war. Based on these, the author assesses the possible impacts
of the war on US-Vietnam defense cooperation. By clarifying Vietnam'’s stance on
the Ukraine war as well as the benefits that the US enjoys through its relationship
with Vietnam, the author projects an optimistic view of the prospects of US-Vietnam
relations in general and the two nations’ defense diplomacy in particular. The
article asserts that Russia’s “special military campaign” in Ukraine had short-term
impacts on US-Vietnam relations, but in the long term the United States’ strategic
interest in cooperating with Vietnam remains unchanged. The fact that the US has
actively sanctioned Russia over the Ukraine war does not mean that it has forgotten
China, which has been stepping up its unilateral actions in the Indo-Pacific region,
where the US is also building up its influence. Moreover, the concern that China
may imitate Russia to use force against Taiwan or in the South China Sea will likely
further motivate the US to increase cooperation with Vietnam.

Keywords: US-Vietnam relations, defense diplomacy, Indo-Pacific, Ukraine war,
Vietnam'’s perspective, challenges

Introduction

Defense diplomacy—which is sometimes labeled as military diplomacy—has emerged
as one of the most important tools of military art in its attempt to minimize the use of
force, although its precise definition has not yet been agreed upon. Historically, the term
appeared in the last decade of the twentieth century. The 1998 “Strategic Defence
Review,” which defined the scope of operations of the UK armed forces, referred to these
activities as “defense diplomacy” deployed to

provide forces that are responsive to the diverse range of operations conducted by the Ministry of
Defence to dispel dissolving hostilities, building and maintaining trust, and supporting the develop-
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ment of democratically responsible armed forces, thereby making a significant contribution to
conflict prevention and resolution. (New Challenges to Defence Diplomacy 1999, 38)

Juan Emilio Cheyre in The Oxford Handbook of Modern Diplomacy (2013) defined defense
diplomacy as “implementation, without coercion [or without urgent international or
national obligations], in peaceful time of defence resources to achieve specific national
targets, primarily through relationship with others [defense factors/elements based
abroad]” (Cheyre 2013, 2).

Dhruva Jaishankar defined defense diplomacy at the widest and narrowest levels.
Defense diplomacy, according to its broadest definition, covers almost all outward
military operations. Under a narrower definition, the term refers to military activities
carried out with the sole purpose of diplomacy (Jaishankar 2016, 18). Defense diplomacy
activities can be seen as a variant of soft power, used for such purposes as eliminating
hostility and building and maintaining trust, supporting the development of the armed
forces, and contributing to preventing and resolving conflicts. Although there are many
different understandings of the concept, in general the main goal of defense diplomacy
1s to implement the state’s security policy, and its mission is to create stable, long-term
international relations in the field of defense (Drab 2018, 59). Ian Storey (2021) perceives
defense diplomacy as a political instrument that can be utilized to serve a multitude of
objectives, including attempts to expand political, economic, and military influence in
foreign countries as well as mitigate the influence of rival nations. Additionally, defense
diplomacy can facilitate comprehension of the security perspectives and military capa-
bilities of other countries, and enhance defense cooperation with friendly nations.
Capacity-building support can also be offered to allies, partners, and friends as part of
this process (Storey 2021). Accordingly, defense diplomacy activities include arms sales,
combined military exercises, educational exchanges, naval port calls, strategic dialogues,
and participation in peacekeeping and humanitarian and disaster relief operations.

Thus, in essence, the connotation of defense diplomacy is close to defense coop-
eration—which is understood as a general term for the scope of activities carried out by
the Ministry of Defense with allies and other friendly countries to promote international
security. Accordingly, the activities of defense cooperation include (but need not be
confined to) security assistance, industrial cooperation, armaments cooperation, Foreign
Military Sales, training, logistics cooperation, cooperative research and development,
Foreign Comparative Testing, and Host Nation Support (DAU 2023)—which are also
prominent activities of defense diplomacy. However, the difference between these two
concepts lies in their political connotations. While defense diplomacy emphasizes
peace, defense cooperation does not necessarily do so. For example, in war, certain
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parties may cooperate with each other against one or more other parties.

The Vietnamese government considers defense diplomacy to be a critical task and
an important component of its three pillars: Party diplomacy, state diplomacy, and
people-to-people diplomacy. It strives to protect the country by preventing conflicts
early on and resolving disputes peacefully in accordance with international law, con-
tributing to building a peaceful environment, and strengthening strategic trust with
partners to develop the country (Government of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam
2021). It should be noted that Vietnam has not used the term “defense diplomacy” in
official documents of the Party and the state. Instead, it uses the phrase “foreign
defense affairs” (d6i ngogi quéc phong) or, more broadly, “defense cooperation” and
“defense cooperation relations,” all of which emphasize the peaceful spirit of national
defense. Therefore, many Vietnamese scholars use these concepts interchangeably
(Nguyén Thi Hugé 2023).

The main purpose of this article is to clarify the deployment of defense diplomacy
between Vietnam and the US since 1995, then assess the challenges of the Ukraine
war with regard to US-Vietnam relations in general and defense cooperation between
the two countries in particular. The analysis is conducted based on the perspective of
balance of power theory and theory of great powers balance. The balance of power
theory helps the author explain why the US has increased its presence in the Indo-Pacific
region, thereby strengthening relations with Vietnam, in the face of China’s strong rise.
Meanwhile, the theory of great powers balance helps to clarify Vietnam’s tendency to
promote relations with the US as well as shed light on the country’s caution in the face
of “enthusiasm” from the US.

The article is divided into two parts. The first part goes into the details of defense
diplomacy between Vietnam and the US from 1995 to the present. Part two assesses
the challenges of Vietnam-US relations since the outbreak of the Ukraine war, after
clarifying Vietnam'’s position on the war.

I Defense Diplomacy between Vietnam and the US since 1995

The US-Vietnam relationship is a special one in the international political arena. Both
countries have made incredible efforts to promote cooperation in the spirit of putting
aside the past and looking toward the future. In 2013 the two countries established a
Comprehensive Partnership, and on September 10, 2023 the relationship was elevated
to a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership. This event positioned the United States
on an equal footing with China, as both became Comprehensive Strategic Partners of
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Vietnam, bypassing the level of a Strategic Partnership. The trade turnover between
Vietnam and the US has grown continuously, from US$450 million in 1994 to US$123
billion in 2022 (Government of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam 2023). The US is
Vietnam’s second-largest trading partner after China, while Vietnam is among the top
ten trading partners of the US. In terms of foreign direct investment, America is
Vietnam’s 11th biggest investor, with a total of 1,138 projects and accumulative registered
capital of US$10.28 billion as of end-2021, up 32.8 percent and 4.1 percent from 2017,
respectively (Hong-Kong Nguyen and Pham-Muoi Nguyen 2022). All of these facts
demonstrate the unremitting efforts and increasing trust between the two countries.
In that space, defense diplomacy, although it began more slowly than other areas of the
relationship, has gradually been tightened and manifested in many practical activities.
In the first ten years after the normalization of diplomatic relations between the two
countries, defense interactions between them were limited to Vietnam sending officers
to attend seminars of the US Pacific Command; exchanges of high-ranking officials; and
cooperation in search and rescue, military medicine, and demining. From that initial
foundation, however, defense diplomacy gradually took on a more prominent role,
contributing to the development of US-Vietnam relations.

I-1 Defense Leaders’ Bilateral Interactions
Bilateral defense communications between Vietnam and the US have been built
through visits by defense leaders of the two sides and three dialogue mechanisms: (1)
bilateral defense dialogue chaired by the US Pacific Command, starting in 2005; (2)
security-politics-defense dialogue chaired by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the two
sides, starting in 2008; and (3) defense policy dialogue chaired by the two Defense
Ministries, starting in 2010. In the early years after the normalization of relations,
although there were not many significant activities, a series of reciprocal visits were
made to build the foundation for US-Vietnam defense relations. The first contact was
the visit to Vietnam by the US deputy assistant secretary of defense for Asia-Pacific
affairs, in March 1997. This was followed by a visit to the US by Vietnamese Deputy
Defense Minister Tran Hanh in October 1998, shortly after Deputy Prime Minister and
Minister of Foreign Affairs Nguyen Manh Cam visited the Pentagon that same month.
US Secretary of Defense William Cohen’s visit to Vietnam in 2000 began to make a
difference as it marked the first visit by a US defense secretary to Vietnam since the
Vietnam War. This event became even more meaningful since it took place on the eve
of President Bill Clinton’s visit to Vietnam, which helped create positive coordination
and bring the two countries’ relations to a new height. Three years later, in 2003,
General Pham Van Tra became the first Vietnamese defense minister to visit the US,
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Table 1 Visits by Defense Leaders from the US and Vietnam

Year American Leaders to Vietnam Vietnamese Leaders to the US

Foreign Minister Nguyen Manh Cam and
1998 Deputy Minister of National Defense Tran
Hanh

(March) 2000  Secretary of Defense William Cohen

2003 Defense Minister General Pham Van Tra
2006 Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld
2009 Defense Minister General Phung Quang Thanh

US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates officially
2010 visited Vietnam and attended the first ASEAN
Defense Ministers Meeting (ADMM +)

2012 Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta
2015 Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter
2017 Defense Minister Ngé Xuan Lich

(January) 2018  Secretary of Defense James Mattis

(October) 2018 Secretary of Defense James Mattis

2019 Secretary of Defense Mark Esper

2021 Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin

Source: Compiled by the author from official Vietnamese sources.

giving a new impetus to defense cooperation between the two countries. On this
occasion, the leaders of the two Defense Ministries agreed to hold meetings and
exchanges at the defense ministerial level every three years on a rotating basis between
the two countries. This was considered a visit of historic significance, symbolizing a
new phase of US-Vietnam relations, in which there were regular meetings and
exchanges between defense leaders of the two sides (see Table 1).

Prime Minister Phan Van Khai’s subsequent visit to the US in 2005 further opened
up the defense relationship between Vietnam and the US. As the first high-ranking
Vietnamese leader to pay an official visit to the US after the war, Prime Minister Phan
Van Khai took an important step when he signed a memorandum for Vietnam to par-
ticipate in Washington’s international military education and training program. Although
Vietnam later participated only in less sensitive programs (English training), this activity
also helped to strengthen political trust and dialogue, which created an important foun-
dation for the two sides to promote cooperation. Bilateral defense dialogues between
the two countries were started in 2005, chaired by the US Pacific Command (Nguyén
Puc Toan 2016, 66).

As agreed in 2003, the defense ministers of Vietnam and the United States alter-
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nately made reciprocal visits in 2006 and 2009, strengthening the growth momentum
of bilateral defense relations. After the 2006 visit to Vietnam by US Defense Secretary
Donald Rumsfeld, the George W. Bush administration announced a partial relaxation
of the ban on the sale of non-lethal defense equipment to Vietnam on December 29,
2006, paving the way for US companies to export some defense goods and services to
Vietnam (Nguyén Mai 2008).

In June 2008, on the occasion of Vietnamese Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung’s
visit to Washington, the two countries agreed to hold security-politics-defense dialogues
at the deputy ministerial level. This form of dialogue—which was first held in October
2008 in Washington—became an important annual mechanism for Vietnam and the US
to promote cooperation on security and defense issues. The US-Vietnam defense dia-
logue took on a more focused direction in 2010, when the two Defense Ministries
agreed to hold a defense policy dialogue at the deputy ministerial level. The objective
of the dialogue was to help the two Defense Ministries strengthen cooperation, enhance
mutual trust and understanding, and contribute to peace and stability in the region.
The defense policy dialogue together with the security-politics-defense dialogue have
become two strategic dialogue mechanisms in US-Vietnam defense cooperation and
are held almost every year.

In 2011, within the framework of the second US-Vietnam defense policy dialogue,
the two countries signed a memorandum of understanding on promoting bilateral
defense cooperation (Tudi Tré 2011), which identified five key areas: (1) maritime
security cooperation, (2) search-and-rescue cooperation, (3) peacekeeping operations,
(4) humanitarian and disaster relief, and (5) cooperation between defense universities
and research institutes. The memorandum of understanding was a big step: it marked
the first time the two countries officially formed a clear framework for defense coop-
eration. Although the agreement was only in the form of a memorandum of under-
standing, with a low level of legal binding, it was a very important milestone. The
mechanism for defense cooperation between Vietnam and the US was elevated to a
Joint Vision Statement during US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter’s visit to Vietnam in
2015. US-Vietnam defense cooperation then started to be implemented on the basis of
the memorandum of understanding (in 2011) and the Declaration of Joint Vision on
Defense Cooperation (in 2015).

Accordingly, there was a series of activities to tighten defense ties between Vietnam
and the US. Especially from 2010, visits by defense ministers became more frequent,
no longer based on the previous principle of rotating every three years. More signifi-
cantly, these regular exchanges took place on Washington’s initiative, with the US sec-
retary of defense visiting Vietnam in 2010, 2012, 2015, 2018 (twice), 2019, and 2021. In
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2012, during his visit to Vietnam, US Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta called at Cam
Ranh port’—where there was a US military base during the Vietnam War. This event
symbolized the good prospects of US-Vietnam relations, especially in the context of
the US adjusting its policy toward a pivot to Asia in order to contain China.

The two countries’ subsequent actions in the following years demonstrated the
breakthrough growth of US-Vietnam defense relations. In December 2013 US Secre-
tary of State John Kerry visited Vietnam, where he announced that the US intended to
provide new assistance to Vietnam with a value of up to US$18 million; this would start
with personnel training and the provision of five high-speed patrol boats (US Department
of State 2013). In October 2014 the US partially lifted the arms embargo on Vietnam,
and in May 2016 this ban was officially done away with during President Barack Obama’s
emotional visit to Vietnam.

The progress of US-Vietnam defense cooperation continued to be displayed
through subsequent visits to Vietnam by US defense leaders. In particular, in 2018 US
Defense Secretary James Mattis visited Vietnam twice (in January and October). While
the first trip set the stage for the historic visit of the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson
to Da Nang port two months later (March 2018), Mattis’s return to Vietnam for the
second time in less than a year showed America’s attention to strengthening its part-
nership with Vietnam. After Mattis, the new US defense secretary, Mark T. Esper,
visited Vietnam in November 2019, reaffirming the US commitment to relations with
Vietnam. During the visit, Esper called for an end to bullying and illegal activities that
were negatively affecting coastal ASEAN countries, including Vietnam; he asserted
that “such behavior is in stark contrast to the US vision of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific
in which all countries, large or small, can develop together in peace and stability” (VOV
2019). More important, Esper once again emphasized the United States’ support for
a strong, prosperous, and independent Vietnam that would contribute to international
security and the rule of law. At the same time, he also stressed the importance of the
bilateral partnership between Vietnam and the US as well as how this partnership had
contributed to peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific region.

The messages that Esper conveyed were very meaningful to Vietnam in the con-
text of China bullying Vietnam in the South China Sea. In July 2019, the Chinese ship
Haiyang Dizhi 8 violated Vietnam’s exclusive economic zone to supposedly carry out a
petroleum survey and seismic research. China blatantly repeated its illegal action in the

1) This was the Cam Ranh International Port, which is a purely civilian-run enterprise—distinct from
the military base at Cam Ranh Bay, which was used by the United States and Soviet Union/Russian
Federation.
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waters of Vanguard Bank,? which was completely within Vietnam’s exclusive economic
zone, as if it wanted to challenge the power of international law. Esper’s statement in
this context therefore showed the United States’ support and sympathy for Vietnam.
The fact that Esper visited Vietnam soon after replacing Mattis also proved America’s
commitment to strengthening relations with Vietnam despite the turnover of personnel
during President Donald Trump’s administration at the time.

1-2 Ship Visits and Naval Exercises

In addition to exchanges between defense leaders, visits by military ships made a great
contribution to the process of strengthening US-Vietnam defense relations. After the
first successful visit by a Vietnamese defense minister to the US—General Pham Van
Tra in 2003—US Navy warships were allowed to visit Vietnam. A week after the
historic visit by General Pham Van Tra, at noon on November 18, 2003, the US
destroyer USS Vandegrift FFG-48 docked at Saigon port. This was the first visit by an
American naval ship to Vietnam after nearly thirty years, and it was viewed as a symbol
of ice-breaking in US-Vietnam relations. Over the following years, many US warships
made friendly visits to Vietnamese ports,® conducting meaningful civilian exchanges.
For instance, the naval medical ship USNS Mercy visited and treated more than eleven
thousand Nha Trang patients in June 2008, and it continued to do the same with thousands
of Quy Nhon people two years later (June 2010). These were not only symbolic activities
of defense diplomacy; with the practical significance of the visits by US ships, the under-
standing and trust between the peoples of the two countries were also enhanced.

The significance of American ships in Vietnam was most evident in Cam Ranh Bay.
After Vietnam announced (in 2010) the opening of Cam Ranh to military and civilian ships
of all countries in need, the US became the first partner to make use of this strategic
gulf. In November 2011 the USNS Richard E. Byrd, a dry cargo/ammunition ship of
the 7th Fleet of the US Navy, made a historic visit to Cam Ranh (MarineLink 2011),
marking the first arrival of a US naval ship at Cam Ranh port in more than three decades
(since 1975). The USNS Richard E. Byrd remained at Cam Ranh port for seven days
to carry out regular repair and maintenance. The majority of staff on board were civilian
forces, helping to reinforce the peaceful goodwill and cooperation that the two countries
had built. The sight of American ships in Cam Ranh became more frequent after Cam
Ranh international logistics service port came into operation in March 2016. After the

2) During the nearly four months from July 3, 2019 to October 24, 2019, the Chinese ship Haiyang
Dizhi 8 entered and left Vietnam’s waters four times.

3) From 2003 to 2016, there were about twenty visits by US warships to Vietnam’s seaports (see
Hoang 2017, 75).
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USS John S. McCain and the submarine USS Frank Cable (AS 40) became the first US
Navy ships to visit the strategic port in October 2016, a series of visits were made by
other naval vessels. Famous American warships such as the USS Mustin, USNS Fall
River (T-EPF-4), and USS Coronado (LCS 4) showed up in Cam Ranh within a short
period of time. Among the major powers that were interested in and visited Cam Ranh
international logistics service port, the US was the country with the highest number of
visits (Pham Thi Yen 2021, 41).

There was no record of US warships docking at Cam Ranh port in 2018; however,
the visit of the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson to Da Nang port in March 2018 marked
a new turning point in defense diplomacy between Vietnam and the US. An American
aircraft carrier appearing for the first time in Vietnam was an important symbol, a
testament to America’s growing interest in the country. In March 2020, exactly two
years after the visit of the USS Carl Vinson, a second US aircraft carrier, USS Theodore
Roosevelt, called at Da Nang port, conducting technical, sports, and community
exchanges in the central coastal city. This was the first event commemorating the 25th
anniversary of US-Vietnam relations.

According to the report by Radio Free Asia on July 5, 2022, the aircraft carrier
USS Ronald Reagan was scheduled to visit Vietnam in the latter half of July (Army
Recognition 2022). However, this plan was scrapped following the crisis that erupted
after the visit to Taiwan by Nancy Pelosi, the Speaker of the US House of Representatives.
In fact, it is reported that the US had been pushing for an annual aircraft carrier visit to
Vietnam but Vietnam had consistently declined. Vietnam'’s reluctance to host frequent
visits by US aircraft carriers stemmed from the potential security implications that may
have had on the country’s relations with China. The regular presence of US aircraft
carriers may have sent unintended messages to China and even been perceived as a
hostile act, thus complicating Vietnam’s efforts to balance its relationships with major
powers and peacefully resolve territorial disputes.

Apart from the visits by US ships, there were joint military exercises for peaceful
purposes by Vietnam and the US. One notable feature of Vietnam’s participation in
joint military exercises with the United States and other countries has been its confine-
ment to training activities. Vietnam engages only in dién tdp (practice/exercise; positive
connotation) rather than tdp trdn (exercise; negative connotation), in order to avoid
sending messages of taking sides to prevent/counter the other side, which is in line with
its steadfast “Four Nos” policy. Accordingly, joint military exercises between the US
and Vietnam have been conducted since 2010 with an initial focus on non-traditional
security issues of concern to the two countries. On August 8, 2010, the US nuclear
aircraft carrier USS George Washington arrived in international waters off Da Nang and
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conducted exchange activities with Vietnamese military and government officials. The
two navies then conducted a joint search-and-rescue exercise. In 2011 and 2012, the
USS George Washington continued to welcome delegations of Vietnamese officials and
military officers while operating in the South China Sea.

In 2012, Vietnam participated in the Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) exercise for the
first time as an observer. Started in the 1970s, RIMPAC is the world’s largest multi-
lateral naval exercise; it is organized by the United States every two years in areas of
Hawaii and Southern California. Vietnam continued to be an observer at RIMPAC 2016,
then in 2018 it sent a force (without warships) to attend for the first time.? Also, since
2018, Vietnam has participated in Southeast Asia Cooperation and Training (SEACAT)—
an annual maritime exercise initiated by the US in 2002 with the original name
“Southeast Asian Cooperation against Terrorism.” SEACAT aims to promote com-
mitments on partnership, maritime security, and stability in Southeast Asia. To date,
Vietnam has participated in this exercise three times.” Besides SEACAT, Vietnam
has also cooperated with the US in another form of multilateral exercise in Southeast
Asia, the ASEAN-US maritime exercise. This exercise was held in September 2019
under the agreement signed between ASEAN defense ministers and the US in 2018.
The participation of all ASEAN members (including Vietnam) marked the first time
that the ten ASEAN countries had a simultaneous military presence in the South
China Sea.® The ASEAN-US exercise—held under the theme of “Enhancing mutual
understanding and combined maritime combat capability”’—highlighted the interaction
and coordination between ASEAN and the US in the face of maritime security chal-
lenges in the region. This activity demonstrated that ASEAN’s trend toward multilat-
eralism” was not merely symbolic but also brought value to each member country,
especially Vietnam.

Although ship visits and maritime exercises are symbolic in nature, such continuous

4) The US invited Vietnam to participate in RIMPAC 2020, but due to the Covid-19 pandemic Vietnam
and many other countries did not attend. Other ASEAN countries that have participated in this
activity are Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Brunei. China participated
twice in RIMPAC—in 2014 and 2016; since 2018, the US has not invited China to attend.

5) In 2018, 2019, and 2020.

6) Even though the training area is located in the Gulf of Thailand and offshore of Ca Mau (Vietnam),
a location that is relatively far from the hotly disputed areas of the South China Sea, the exercise
did not include any drills involving significant combat simulations.

7) Before the exercise with the US in September 2019, ASEAN held three exercises with China: (1)
in July 2018, some ASEAN countries and China held a maritime exercise at Changi Naval Base
(Singapore); (2) in October 2018, six ASEAN countries and China held joint maritime exercises in
the waters of Zhanjiang City, Guangdong Province (China); (3) an exercise between ASEAN (ten
member countries) and China took place in April 2019, in Qingdao (China) (see Phap luat 2019).
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interaction has fostered the substantial development of Vietnam-US defense relations,
especially in the fields of military aid and post-war settlement.

1-3 Defense Trade and Defense Aid

Due to historical factors, Vietnam’s largest partner in defense trade is Russia. Although
the US was the world’s largest arms supplier and Vietnam-US relations have existed
since 1995, defense cooperation between Vietnam and the US in the early years was not
normal. This was because the ban on the sale of weapons (both lethal and non-lethal)
imposed on Vietnam since 1984 had not been lifted. After 2006, when the George W.
Bush administration allowed the sale of non-lethal military equipment to Vietnam (Jordan
et al. 2012, 6), the door to defense trade cooperation between the two countries was
partly opened. Unfortunately, nearly ten years later (in 2014), the promotion of coop-
eration in defense trade between Vietnam and the US came to a halt because the latter’s
focus shifted to the Middle East in its fight against terrorism. Entering the 2010s, given
the strong rise of China, the US made a “pivot” to Asia in which it reinforced alliance
connections as well as promoted relations with potential partners in the region. The
relationship between Vietnam and the US was strengthened again, creating a foundation
for the prospect of defense trade between the two countries.

Nearly two years after announcing a partial lifting of the ban on the sale of lethal
weapons to Vietnam (October 2014), in May 2016 US President Obama announced a
complete lifting of the ban, which bore many marks of a hostile past. Vietnam-US rela-
tions from that moment were officially considered fully normal, which meant Vietnam
had more choices in defense equipment procurement; it also had the opportunity to
access military equipment with modern technology from the US, which helped to
improve its defense capacity, especially in the field of maritime security.

Cooperation opportunities were created shortly later through defense aid activities.
At the end of 2017, Vietnam received the 3,250-ton Hamilton-class cutter Morgenthau
(WHEC 722)® from the US Coast Guard. This was the first major weapons transfer
from the US to Vietnam, and it helped Vietnam strengthen its maritime law enforcement
capabilities and search-and-rescue capabilities at sea. Next, it was announced during
the visit to Vietnam by US Defense Secretary Esper that a second Hamilton-class Coast
Guard ship would be transferred to Vietnam in 2019 (VOV 2019). The last Hamilton-
class ship of the US Coast Guard, Douglas Munro (WHEC 724), was also declared
decommissioned at the end of March 2021; and according to an unofficial source, this
last ship would also be transferred to Vietnam (Trtc Huynh and Yén My 2021)—though

8) In the Vietnam Coast Guard, the Morgenthau is called CSB-8020.
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that has not happened yet. The US Coast Guard has a total of 12 decommissioned
Hamilton-class ships and it has so far transferred or pledged to transport to Bangladesh
(two), Bahrain (one), Nigeria (two), the Philippines (three), Sri Lanka (one), and Vietnam
(two). If Vietnam receives the Douglas Munro (WHEC 724), it will join the Philippines—
a regional ally of the US—in receiving the maximum number of these large patrol boats.

According to the US State Department, from 2016 to 2019 Vietnam received more
than US$150 million in security assistance from the US Foreign Military Financing
program (US, Bureau of Political-Military Affairs 2020), of which more than US$58
million was for supporting the transfer of the two large Hamilton-class patrol ships from
the US Coast Guard mentioned above. The program also supported the supply of 24
Metal Shark high-speed patrol boats to the Vietnam Coast Guard to improve its maritime
capacity, of which the last six were handed over in May 2020 (Anh Son 2021).

Apart from the patrol boats, Vietnam was granted access to unmanned aircraft sys-
tems made in the United States. Per the US Department of Defense, Vietnam was
scheduled to receive six ScanEagle unmanned aerial vehicles with an overall value of
over US$9.7 million (US Department of Defense 2019). It is not known whether these
have been delivered. Furthermore, the US is scheduled to transport 12 T-6 military
training aircraft to Vietnam within the 2024-27 time frame (Tuoi Tre News 2022),
which will aid in enhancing pilot training in the Southeast Asian nation. The T-6 aircraft
program also creates possibilities for cooperation between the two countries in the
areas of logistics, flight safety, and aviation medicine, and the US can potentially transfer
other defense equipment to Vietnam. Additionally, Vietnam has registered its pilots to
participate in the US Air Force training program in the United States. In 2019, Senior
Lieutenant Dang Duc Toai became the first Vietnamese pilot to complete a training
course utilizing T-6 trainer aircraft under the 52-week US Air Force Aviation Leadership
Program. All of these undertakings demonstrate that defense cooperation between
Vietnam and the US is not only symbolic but also practical.

I-4 Cooperation to Resolve War “Legacy” Issues

Another feature of the Vietnam-US defense relationship is resolving the consequences
of the Vietnam War, including mainly the issues of Agent Orange/dioxin and the search
for soldiers missing in action (MIA). These are legacies left over from the fierce armed
confrontation between Vietnam and the US. Since the normalization of relations, such
issues have been jointly worked on by the two countries, as a testament to the willing-
ness of the two former enemies to ignore the past by facing the past. It is estimated
that from 1961 to 1971, the US military sprayed about 11 million to 12 million liters of
Agent Orange on the battlefields of Vietnam and about five million Vietnamese people
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(from three generations) were infected with this poison (Martin 2012, 1). This is a
deep wound from the past, and strengthening the bilateral relationship will not make
much sense if the two countries do not focus on healing it.

Starting with Defense Secretary Cohen’s visit to Vietnam in March 2000, the US
committed to closer cooperation with Vietnam on the Agent Orange issue. In November
2000, on the occasion of President Clinton’s visit to Vietnam, the two sides agreed to
establish a joint research center on the effects of Agent Orange/dioxin (Nguyén Drtic
Toan 2016, 68-69). In March 2002 the first Vietnam-US scientific conference on Agent
Orange/dioxin was held in Hanoi, with the participation of hundreds of researchers from
the two countries. A memorandum of understanding was later signed between Vietnam
and the US, in which the two countries agreed to cooperate in research on human health
and future environmental effects from Agent Orange/dioxin as well as establish an
advisory council to monitor the progress of cooperation.

In the following years, the US became more concerned about dealing with the
consequences of Agent Orange/dioxin. In fact, it made practical contributions with
financial support packages through the United States Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID) and the War Victims Fund. In May 2007, US Congress approved a
budget of nearly US$3 million to deal with the consequences of dioxin poisoning—related
health care and medical services—at the military base in Da Nang (which was used by
the US as a distribution center for Agent Orange during the war) (Martin 2012). In
addition, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the Atlantic Philanthropies founda-
tion funded a US$6 million laboratory in Vietnam to enable high-resolution dioxin
analysis. From 2008 to 2012, three USAID partners—East Meets West, Save the
Children, and Vietnam Assistance for the Handicapped—provided medical, rehabilitation,
and employment support to more than eleven thousand people with disabilities in Da
Nang (Nguyén Buc Toan 2016, 70), regardless of the cause of disability.

Along with supporting Agent Orange victims, the US is interested in environmental
cleanup activities in the airport areas that used to be US air bases during the war. In
June 2012, USAID spent US$8.34 million on executing a contract to manage and monitor
pollution treatment projects in Da Nang (Manyin 2014). Later, in July 2013, the US
pledged to continue spending US$84 million on environmental cleanup projects at
airports (Nguyén Pirc Toan 2016). After completing pollution treatment at Da Nang
airport in 2017, the two countries promoted similar work at Bien Hoa airport. According
to Vietnamese media, the US committed US$300 million for restoring the environment
at Bien Hoa airport and surrounding areas (Tudi Tré 2019). The project was expected
to be completed in ten years and has entered phase 1 after the Air Defense—Air Force
(Ministry of National Defense of Vietnam) handed over 37 hectares of airport land
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(Pacer Ivy area) to USAID. According to the agreement signed between USAID and
Vietnam'’s Ministry of National Defense, phase 1 will last five years, with US$183 million
in funding from the US (USAID 2019). The US efforts to clean up the environment in
airfields that used to be wartime air bases as well as to support Agent Orange victims
have greatly contributed to healing war wounds. This has helped the two countries
move toward a good relationship.

The search for missing soldiers, especially missing American soldiers, from the
Vietnam War is also one of the outstanding activities of US-Vietnam defense diplomacy.
If the United States’ efforts with regard to Agent Orange/dioxin show its acknowledgment
of responsibility for the painful wounds that it caused in the Vietnam battlefield, when it
comes to searching for missing Americans Vietnam'’s cooperation highlights the friendly
spirit of a peace-loving country. No matter what each country’s perspective, the goodwill
on both sides has contributed to bridging the gap and healing the relationship between
the governments and peoples of the two countries.

According to the US State Department, as of November 12, 2010, there were still
1,711 Americans missing in Southeast Asia, of which 1,310 were in Vietnam (US Embassy
& Consulate in Vietnam 2020). As of 2015, Vietnam had returned 945 sets of remains
of US soldiers and identified seven hundred (Duong Thiy Hién 2015). From the reverse
direction, the US also supports the search for Vietnamese people missing in the war.
In September 2010, USAID and Vietnam’s Ministry of Labour, Invalids, and Social
Affairs agreed on a two-year program under which the US contributed US$1 million to
help Vietnam locate thousands of its soldiers missing from the war. Thanks to financial
resources and information provided by the US, Vietnam has found nearly one thousand
cases (there are still about three hundred thousand Vietnamese soldiers missing) (Duong
Thiy Hién 2015). Speaking in Vietnam in November 2019, US Defense Secretary
Esper reaffirmed the US commitment to solving the MIA problem; he also presented a
map of a burial site on a battlefield provided by a US Marine veteran who had fought in
the war (VOV 2019).

In addition to searching for missing soldiers, the US is cooperating with Vietnam to
implement mine clearance projects under the Investigation, Survey, Assessment of
Toxic Effects of Bombs and Mines and Explosives Left Over from the War program.
Using mine detectors and personal protective equipment supplied by the US, the program
has identified three thousand mine-affected areas, cleared 1,354 hectares of land, and
removed twenty-five thousand pieces of unexploded ordnance (UXO) (Nguyén Thi
Hﬁng 2011, 48). Since 1993, the US has contributed more than US$154 million toward
efforts related to UXO in Vietnam, including surveys and demining activities, information
management, risk education, victim support, and capacity building for the Vietnam
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National Mine Action Center (US, Bureau of Political-Military Affairs 2020).

The US also pledged to support Vietnam with funding for landmine and coastal
demining projects in 2016-20 and providing resources to carry out scientific and techno-
logical research and development programs in mine remedial work in 2016-25 (Luong
Vin Manh 2017, 9). The long war of resistance against the French and the Americans
from 1858 to 1975 has led to the land of Vietnam, even in peacetime, being threatened
by explosives left over from the war—mainly UXO, including ball bombs. Demining is
therefore an activity of practical significance, helping Vietnamese people stabilize their
lives. The cooperation of the United States with Vietnam in detecting and removing
UXO has contributed significantly to the development of substantive bilateral relations
between the two countries.

II Challenges from Russia-Ukraine War

II-1 Vietnam’s Perspective on the War

The war (which Russia calls a “special military operation”) between Russia and Ukraine,
which began in February 2022, has posed new challenges to international relations.
Although Russia’s main reason for attacking was its perception of being threatened by
NATO’s eastward expansion and Ukraine’s determination to join the military bloc,
which was marked by East-West confrontation during the Cold War, its aggression was
strongly condemned by the international community, especially Western countries. A
wide range of sanctions targeting Russian individuals, banks, businesses, currency
exchanges, bank transfers, exports, and imports were imposed. The United Nations
General Assembly so far has adopted seven resolutions related to the Ukraine war. The
first resolution (March 2, 2022) condemned the “aggression by the Russian Federation
against Ukraine” and called on Russia to immediately withdraw from Ukraine. The
second resolution (March 24, 2022) called on Russia to end its special military operation
in Ukraine and called on the international community to increase humanitarian aid to
Ukraine. The third resolution (April 7, 2022) called for suspending Russia’s member-
ship in the UN Human Rights Council. The fourth resolution (October 12, 2022) urged
countries not to recognize Russia’s annexation of four Ukrainian territories. The fifth
resolution (November 14, 2022) required Russia to pay reparations for Ukraine, the sixth
resolution (February 23, 2023)—on the first anniversary of Russia’s invasion—called for
an immediate end to the war in Ukraine, while the seventh one (July 11, 2024) demanded
Russia to “urgently withdraw troops and other unauthorized personnel” from Ukraine’s
Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant. Vietnam abstained from voting on six of the resolu-
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tions (the first two and the last four) and voted against the third resolution.

Vietnam’s voting behavior on the United Nations General Assembly resolutions
reflects its consistent foreign policy mindset—that is, the spirit of independence, peace,
and respect for international law rather than taking sides. In fact, Vietnam has always
maintained independence and consistency in its foreign policy, and from the very begin-
ning it has made its point of view clear through a series of statements by state leaders.
Ambassador Dang Hoang Giang, head of the Permanent Delegation of Vietnam to the
UN, emphasized:

Vietnam calls on relevant parties to de-escalate tensions, resume dialogues and negotiations
through all channels, in order to reach a lasting solution that takes into account the interests and
concerns of all parties, on basis of international law, especially the principle of sovereignty and
territorial integrity of states. (VOV 2022)

Vietnamese Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Le Thi Thu Hang also affirmed:

Vietnam’s current priority is to exercise maximum restraint, stop the use of force to avoid causing
civilian casualties and loss, and resume negotiations on all channels to reach lasting solutions
taking into account the legitimate interests of all parties, in accordance with the Charter of the
UN and the fundamental principles of international law. (Vii Van Ty 2022)

Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh, during his visit to the US on May 11, 2022, once
again emphasized that Vietnam firmly adhered to a foreign policy of independence and
self-reliance, choosing justice instead of choosing sides (TTXVN 2022). Obviously, the
message in these statements was that Vietnam opposed the war, stood for international
law, and stood for justice—through which means Vietnam would support any party or
point of view that had legitimacy. The fact that no specific country was named to support
or condemn (as some countries expected) in Vietnam’s view of the Ukraine war was
just a clever strategy to avoid going against the policy of not siding with one party to
oppose the other and non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries. In
terms of security and defense, Vietnam has transparently persisted in implementing
the “Four Nos” policy,” in which, except for the fourth “No”—no using force or threat-
ening to use force in international relations—the remaining three “Nos” all represent
Vietnam’s avoidance of choosing sides. Having been a victim of wars of aggression,
Vietnam understands the terrible and persistent long-lasting consequences of war;

9) The “Four Nos” include the following: (1) no joining any military alliance, (2) no siding with one
country against another, (3) no giving any other country permission to set up military bases or
use Vietnam'’s territory to carry out military activities against other countries, (4) no using force
or threatening to use force in international relations (see Vietnam, Ministry of National Defense
2019, 23).
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therefore, it never wants to suffer a war and never wants to engage in war with any
other country. Vietnam has also paid a heavy price for choosing sides in the past, so it
understands the pain of being interfered with and losing its independence and self-
control. Hence, its foreign policy prioritizes independence and self-reliance, persistently
fighting to resolve all disputes and disagreements by peaceful means, on the basis of
international law. Thus, in the context of the conflict between Russia and Ukraine,
Vietnam relies on international law—the ground of “rightness”—to consider, recognize,
evaluate, speak, and act. Certainly in the case of the Ukraine war, some would argue
that standing on the side of “rightness” means being on the side of Ukraine. However,
siding with Ukraine contradicts Vietnam’s stance of not siding with one side to fight the
other; this is why Vietnam upholds the principle of standing for what is right, what is in
accordance with international law.

Vietnam’s six abstentions and one vote against the resolutions of the UN General
Assembly fully express this point of view. Obviously, these resolutions all carry the
implication of an alignment of nations against Russia—a form of choosing sides that
Vietnam has persistently avoided. Vietnam’s abstentions are thus consistent with its
foreign policy as analyzed. As for the vote against the third resolution, which concerns
the expulsion of Russia from the UN Human Rights Council, Vietnam also acted in the
spirit of international law and independence. The basis for this against-vote, as
Ambassador Dang Hoang Giang emphasized, was that exchanges and decisions of
international agencies and organizations need to comply with their operational processes
and procedures. All discussions and decisions of the UN General Assembly should be
based on verifiable, objective, and transparent information, with the cooperation of
relevant stakeholders and in broad consultation with countries. Originally this resolution
was issued on the basis of accusations that Russia had carried out a “civilian massacre”
in the town of Bucha, though Russia denied the allegation and said that it was a staged
incident (Marchant de Abreu 2022). It was therefore entirely reasonable for Vietnam to
want an independent UN investigation before making a decision. Its against-vote was
in that spirit, not in favor of Russia or in the spirit of being dominated by any country.
This behavior also shows that in its foreign relations, Vietnam is independent rather
than neutral in a way that does not distinguish between right and wrong or stand on the
sidelines. That response is clearly consistent with international law as well as with
Vietnam’s long-standing foreign policy.

It must be admitted that Vietnam’s behavior in relation to the Ukraine war was also
influenced by other geopolitical factors. Vietnam’s dependence on the Russian defense
industry does not allow it to react too strongly. The dispute between Vietnam and
China in the South China Sea also adds an incentive for Vietnam to think carefully in
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this regard. Russia remains an important factor in Vietnam’s multilateral policy. It is
not in Vietnam'’s interest to see Russia weakened and/or made dependent on China,
and it is definitely not in its interest to provoke Russian retribution. In other words,
Vietnam had interests grounded in realpolitik that prevented it from supporting the seven
UN General Assembly resolutions.

1I-2 Challenges from the Ukraine War

Despite such a clear point of view, Vietnam’s response to the Russia-Ukraine war still
causes subjective inferences—based mainly on the history of the Vietnam-Soviet
alliance—therehy creating challenges for Vietnam'’s relations with other countries,
including the United States.

The first challenge is Vietnam’s difficulty building strategic trust with the US.
“Strategic trust” can be understood as sincere trust between parties, for the strategic
benefit of the two (or more) parties. Strategic trust is of particular interest in Vietnam-
US relations because both countries were once enemies in a large-scale armed war—the
Vietnam War, which was also seen as a typical proxy war of the Soviet-American
confrontation and beyond, an ideological confrontation between the socialist and capi-
talist blocs during the Cold War. Since then, the relationship between Vietnam and
the US has grown tremendously in the spirit of respecting differences. However, with
different political institutions, strategic trust is needed by both sides to overcome
doubts from the past. With the positive gestures from both nations in recent years, the
prospect of strategic trust being built between Vietnam and the US is very promising.
However, the Russia-Ukraine war has created uncertainty for this outlook.

Russia-Ukraine relations were strained by Ukraine’s desire to join NATO, which
was created during the Cold War by the US with the main purpose of providing security
against the Soviet Union. As a result, the Russia-Ukraine war represents not only the
conflict between Russia and Ukraine but also the conflicts of Russia with Europe and
the United States. Meanwhile, Vietnam used to be an ally of the Soviet Union and has
had close relations with Russia since 1991. This makes it easy for many Western
countries to believe that Vietnam supports Russia. The fact that Vietnam abstained
six times and once voted against the resolutions of the UN General Assembly only
strengthened this view. Due to the nature of Vietnam-Russia relations and the historical
conflict between Russia and the West, such Vietnamese action is likely to be misinter-
preted, causing “unnecessary noise,” even creating doubts regarding Vietnam’s per-
spective on the situation in Ukraine (Lao Pong 2022) and thereby affecting the prospects
of good Vietnam-US relations. This argument became even more convincing in May
2022, when the United States, Canada, Australia, and a number of European countries
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signed an article calling on countries outside Europe, including Vietnam, to speak out
against Russia’s violations of human rights and international humanitarian law'® (US
Embassy & Consulate in Vietnam 2022).

The historical tensions between Vietnam and the United States remain a crucial
element of the bilateral relationship. The contrast between their political systems
offers a valuable perspective to examine their past conflicts whenever relevant oppor-
tunities appear. And the war in Ukraine has the potential to create that opportunity.
The closeness of Vietnam-Russia relations and the tension between Russia and the
United States are reminiscent of the triangular relationship between the Soviet Union,
Vietnam, and the United States during the Vietnam War. Because the Soviet Union
used to be Vietnam’s main supporter against the US, during the Russia-Ukraine war it
1s difficult for conservatives in the US Congress to avoid the perception that Vietnam
supports Russia. Vietnam’s independent foreign policy has put it in a position of being
innocent but having the evidence stacked against it, as illustrated by the controversial
case of six abstentions and one negative vote in the United Nations General Assembly.

From another perspective, the United States’ suspicion of Vietnam against the
background of the Ukraine war may potentially affect Vietnam’s faith in the US commit-
ment to bilateral relations. In the final year of the Trump administration, US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo and other high-ranking officials launched an anti-Chinese Com-
munist Party crusade. This was aimed directly at China, and the criticisms did not
cause concern for Vietnam as it perceived them as part of the US-China trade war.
However, the West’s suspicion of Vietnam choosing Russia after the outbhreak of the
Ukraine war could potentially raise anxiety for Vietnam; US criticism of the Chinese
Communist Party could potentially be extended to the Communist Party of Vietnam,
especially when China is building a close relationship with Russia. Thus, the Ukraine
war may make it more difficult for Vietnam and the US to build strategic trust. Vietnam'’s
apprehension surrounding “peaceful evolution,” which was previously directed mainly
toward the US, gradually shifted toward China. Now there is a concern that this fear
may resurface and once again be directed toward the United States.!V This will affect

10) Previously, on March 8, 2022 (after Vietnam abstained from voting on the first resolution of the UN
General Assembly), EU ambassadors along with the ambassadors of Norway, Switzerland, and the
UK in Hanoi signed a memorandum calling on Vietnam to support Ukraine (see Delegation of the
European Union to Vietnam 2022).

11) This is evidenced from the political rhetoric in Vietnam regarding “peaceful evolution,” which
identifies new actors as “narrow-minded nationalist countries with expansionist and hegemonic
ideologies” and “countries that disregard international law and blatantly infringe on sovereignty,
deeply interfering in the internal affairs of other countries” (see Tran Pirc Tién and Luu Manh Hiing
2022).
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the prospects of improved Vietnam-US relations, especially when it comes to joint
diplomatic and defense activities.

The second challenge is the possibility that the war between Russia and Ukraine
will change the foreign policy trajectory of the US, reducing the latter’s focus on the
Indo-Pacific region and thereby impacting the growth momentum of US-Vietnam rela-
tions. Undeniably, the Russia-Ukraine conflict has to some extent diverted the world’s
attention away from the Indo-Pacific region. This war serves as a reminder of the
Russian threat to the US and Europe, and it has become a catalyst for NATO to regroup
and reaffirm its value after a period of disagreement caused by disparities among the
contributions by its members as well as the existential goals of the alliance. The NATO
summit in June 2022 introduced a new Strategic Concept in which, for the first time in
more than ten years, NATO officially changed its stance toward Russia, moving from
viewing it as a “strategic partner” (in the 2010 Strategic Concept) to seeing it as “the
biggest, the most direct threat”—although it still insisted it did not seek confrontation
with Russia (NATO 2022). Russia’s special military operation in Ukraine has led mem-
ber states toward greater consensus in defining the “Russian threat.” Meanwhile,
China has also become a formal subject for the first time in NATO’s Strategic Concept
and is seen as a lasting “systemic challenge” to the union. Obviously, NATO members
are interested in the risks posed by both Russia and China. However, unlike the US,
which wants stronger words and actions against China, its traditional allies (France and
Germany) want NATO’s words and actions to have “more moderation” (Shalal and
Pamuk 2022). The prime minister of Belgium (where NATO is headquartered),
Alexander De Croo, on June 27, 2022 warned: “we will not want to turn our backs on
China as completely as we have turned our backs on Russia” (Zhang and Wan 2022).
The US had to compromise with other NATO members and acknowledge Russia rather
than China as the primary threat. As a result, as part of its NATO responsibilities, the
US must allocate resources to counter the Russian threat rather than focusing solely
on China. In addition, as the EU has to deal with security problems caused by the
Ukraine war, the US is also experiencing difficulty mobilizing power from its allies for
its Indo-Pacific strategy. This has affected the prospects for Vietnam-US cooperation,
causing anxiety in Vietnam that the US will reduce its focus on the Indo-Pacific region.

The third challenge after the outbreak of the Ukraine war is that future Vietnam-
Russia cooperation may become a hindrance to US-Vietnam cooperation. Vietnam is
faced with a dilemma: it has to be careful about buying Russian weapons, because of
sanctions from the West; but on the other hand, it is unable to find a suitable alternative
source of supply. Russia is currently the second-largest arms supplier in the world
and an important source of weapons for China, India, and Vietnam. According to the
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Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, between 2000 and 2019 Russia sold
10.7 billion euros’ worth of defense equipment to Southeast Asian countries, 61 percent
of which was exported to Vietnam (Wezeman 2019, 14-15). Since 2000, nearly 80 percent
of Vietnam’s military equipment has been supplied by Russia. Although Vietnam’s
expenditure on arms procurements from Russia decreased from US$1.054 billion in
2014 to US$72 million in 2021 (SIPRI 2023),'? during 2017-21 Vietnam was the world’s
fifth-largest importer of Russian weapons (after India, China, Egypt, and Algeria) and
the largest in Southeast Asia.’?

Meanwhile, in 2017 US Congress passed the Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), which imposes sanctions against countries that buy
Russian weapons. To date, the United States has applied CAATSA only to China and
Turkey, both of which purchased the S-400 surface-to-air missile system from Russia.
In the case of Vietnam, the United States continues to turn a blind eye, due to the former’s
important role in the Indo-Pacific region as well as the increasingly close strategic
relationship between the two countries. Given Vietnam’s geostrategic location and
rising status, its military buildup also contributes to the United States’ interest in
preventing China’s expansion in the region. From the US perspective, it would be
better for Vietnam to buy Russian weapons than to buy Chinese weapons. Also, since
the Ukraine war has raised concerns about the prospect of China imitating Russia to
use force against Taiwan and in the South China Sea, the US needs to keep good relations
with Vietnam more than ever.

However, the close relationship between Hanoi and Moscow continues to embar-
rass the US. Although the US wants to build a strategic partnership with Vietnam, it
holds CAATSA as a key tool for punishing Russia (through sanctioning Russian defense
companies and disrupting Russia’s arms sales by threatening countries that buy Russian
weapons). Vietnam-Russia cooperation is therefore likely to “affect US expectations
to make Vietnam a strategic partner in the Indo-Pacific region” (Carl Thayer, quoted
in Hutt 2022). According to Carl Thayer (2018), in 2018 defense officials from the
Trump administration pressed Vietnam to reduce its dependence on Russian weapons

12) The reason for this reduction is twofold. First, Vietnam has actively diversified its sources of
defense weaponry supply in order to reduce excessive dependence on Russia. This has been
increasingly emphasized since 2014, when Russia established good relations with China, amidst
China’s illegal placement of the HD 981 oil rig within Vietnam'’s exclusive economic zone. Heavy
reliance on Russia for defense procurement raised security concerns for Vietnam, driving it to
accelerate its self-reliance in security. Second, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic forced Vietnam
to cut its overall defense budget to focus on economic recovery, resulting in a reduction of the
budget for purchasing weapons from Russia.

13) Previously, in 2013-17, Vietnam was the third-largest customer of the Russian arms industry (after
India and China) (see Fleurant et al. 2018, 2; and SIPRI n.d.).
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and military technology. Washington lobbied Hanoi to buy American weapons instead.
The problem is that although the US lifted the arms embargo against Vietnam in May
2016, its weapons remain unaffordable for Vietnam. Vietnam’s military modernization
has slowed down since 2016, with tighter budgets making it even harder for the country
to buy expensive Western weapons. Vietnam’s spending on weapons purchases
dropped from US$603 million in 2018 to US$95 million in 2022 (SIPRI 2023). Moreover,
Vietnam is familiar with Russian/Soviet weapons systems as well as doing business with
Russian partners, which would make it difficult for it to change suppliers if forced to.

It is clear that although the US has so far turned a blind eye to Vietnam’s buying of
Russian weapons, Vietnam’s continuation of military relations with Russia in the current
context is a sensitive subject. This might be the reason that Vietnam’s participation in
the 2022 Army Games'¥ was interpreted by some as a further indication of its “choosing
Russia” (Thayer 2022). In this context, Vietnam’s continuing cooperation with Russia
needs to be carefully calculated and take into account the US reaction.

It should be noted that Vietnam is engaged in efforts to modernize its national
defense, a plan that was already in progress prior to the outhreak of the Ukraine conflict,
as indicated at both the 11th All-Army Party Congress in 2020 (Quin d6i nhan dan
2020) and the 13th National Party Congress in 2021 (Vi Cuong Quyét 2021). However,
given Vietnam’s reliance on Russian weaponry, any change must be gradual, and Vietnam
will require Russia’s assistance to upgrade its current equipment. This situation also
creates an opportunity for Vietnam to engage in defense trade with the United States.
If the US can establish trust and handle the matter delicately (taking into account
Vietnam'’s need to balance its relationship with China), it could accelerate the modern-
ization of Vietnam’s national defense. In fact, following the conclusion of the Vietnam
International Defense Expo in 2022, several American defense contractors held discus-
sions with officials from the Ministry of National Defense. This could potentially pave
the way for a more substantial defense cooperation partnership between Vietnam and
the US.

14) Russia’s International Military Games, or Army Games, was inaugurated in August 2015 and is an
annual event held between July and September. Army Games 2021 had 175 teams from 43 countries
and territories competing in 34 events. Vietnam was an observer at Army Games 2015 and a
regular participant from 2018. In 2021, it participated in 15 events and ended in seventh place. For
the first time, it hosted two competitions (sniper and accident zone). It was one of the 12 co-
organizers of Army Games 2022, which was held on August 13-27 and included 36 separate
competitions. Vietnamese military representatives attended the first organizational meeting on
September 2, 2021. At that time, 45 countries indicated their intention to participate. On April 22,
2022 Russia announced that 237 teams from 31 countries had confirmed their participation in Army
Games 2022.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, defense diplomacy between Vietnam and the US has taken place in nearly
all areas of defense relations. In the beginning, the two countries focused on less
sensitive issues such as English training and dealing with the aftermath of the Vietnam
War. Following the growth of the bilateral relationship, in the context of increasing
regional security challenges, Vietnam and the US have actively coordinated as well as
jointly established and joined defense cooperation mechanisms at a higher and more
diverse level. The current mechanisms are a solid foundation for the prospects of
Vietnam-US relations in general and defense diplomacy in particular. However, the
Ukraine war is likely to pose some challenges to that good outlook. Due to the his-
torical Vietnam-Russia relationship and the traditional Russian-Western confrontation,
Vietnam’s Russia-related foreign activities—regardless of their consistency with
Vietnam’s long-standing foreign policy direction—are likely to be misinterpreted, thereby
affecting the development of Vietnam-US relations. The building of strategic trust
between the two countries is also challenged with the Ukraine war creating a situation
that overlaps in many aspects with the Vietnam War period (the closeness of Vietnam-
Soviet/Russia relations and the Russia-US confrontation).

Nevertheless, it can still be affirmed that the growth momentum of US-Vietnam
relations in general and the defense diplomacy of the two countries remain unchanged.
After all, the strategic interests of the US and Vietnam in the bilateral relationship are
still important enough for the two countries to overcome temporary roadblocks. With
the increasingly fierce US-China competition, Vietnam is a valuable partner for the US
due to its geostrategic position, the history of Vietnam-China relations, and the current
status of disputes between Vietnam and China in the South China Sea. On the Viet-
namese side, the US plays a leading role in its balancing policy. Of all the major powers
that are Vietnam’s partners at the comprehensive level (comprehensive partnership) or
higher, only the US has a fully comprehensive and positive relationship with Vietnam.
The US is also the country with the greatest motivation and the highest ability to
counterbalance China’s power. This role of the US becomes more and more meaningful
to Vietnam with China’s increasing assertiveness in the South China Sea.

Dealing with a scheming China—which also understands Vietnam well—requires
Vietnam to be more flexible in its strategy of responding to China. Vietnam’s upgrading
and transition from a “Three Nos” to a “Four Nos”*® policy in 2019 showed its flexihility.

15) The 2004 White Paper on National Defense addressed the concept of the “Four Nos,” but the
content differs slightly from the version mentioned in the 2019 White Paper on National Defense.
In 2004 Vietnam advocated: (1) no participating in any military alliances; (2) no allowing foreign
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Moreover, Vietnam also publicly explained in the 2019 National Defense White Paper:

[D]epending on the development of the situation and specific conditions, Vietnam will consider
developing necessary defense and military relations to an appropriate extent, based on mutual
respect for each other’s independence, sovereignty, territorial integrity, as well as fundamental
principles of international law. This cooperation will be mutually beneficial, serving the common
interests of the region and the international community. (Vietnam, Ministry of National Defense
2019, 25)

This interpretation can be extended to mean that, depending on China’s further actions,
Vietnam may have appropriate defense solutions and, under necessary conditions, may
further cooperate on security with the US. These factors are a solid premise to affirm
the good prospects of Vietnam-US defense diplomacy.
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