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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

• 2013 was an important year in Vietnam’s foreign relations. Hanoi                
continued to expand its network of bilateral diplomatic ties, including part-
nership agreements with almost all its key economic, political and security 
partners. 

• The most important achievement was the elevation of US-Vietnamese    
relations to the level of comprehensive partnership.

• In multilateral diplomacy, Vietnam continued to play an active role in       
important global forums, managing to secure a number of successes, 
including election to the United Nations Human Rights Council and the 
International Atomic Energy Agency. 

• Recent developments continue to underscore Vietnam’s foreign policy 
objectives: building a safety net by improving relations with all major    
powers, especially China and the United States; and expanding its bilat-
eral and multilateral diplomatic networks. 
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INTRODUCTION

According to the Vietnamese government, 2013 was a year of diplomatic successes. 
These included establishing and reconfirming cooperation framework agreements 
with almost all of Vietnam’s main economic, political and security partners, i.e., China, 
the United States, Russia, Japan and India; strengthening ties with neighbouring 
countries; as well as reaching out to states across the world. Vietnam was also 
elected to the United Nations Human Rights Council and to the board of governors 
of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). All these achievements sent out a 
clear message: Vietnam is investing heavily in its external relations. 

Since the end of the Indochinese wars in the early 1990s, Vietnam’s foreign pol-
icy has undergone a major transformation. It has succeeded in establishing relation-
ships with almost all the major powers; it has become an active player in multilateral 
forums; and it has also upgraded existing bilateral relationships to strategic or com-
prehensive partnerships. A strategy of “more friends, fewer enemies” has replaced 
the Vietnamese Communist Party’s (VCP) previous ideologically determined but ulti-
mately impractical foreign policy. The main drivers of this change were economic and 
geopolitical in nature: Vietnam’s desire to integrate its economy with the rest of the 
region, and the country’s need to respond to China’s rising power. The aim of this 
paper is to place Vietnam’s diplomatic activities in 2013 in the context of this policy 
transformation. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF VIETNAM’S CURRENT FOREIGN POLICY

The introduction of the Doi Moi (renovation) reforms in 1986 led to radical changes 
in Vietnam’s domestic and foreign policies. Ideological considerations that had pre-
viously defined the country’s foreign policy were replaced by a more pragmatic ap-
proach. At the VCP Congress in 1992, it was decided that the main objectives of 
Vietnamese diplomacy would be to open up to the outside world and multilateralize 
and diversify the country’s foreign relations. Foreign policy was to be harnessed to 
the pursuit of economic growth, and the government realized that to achieve sustain-
able growth, it must economically integrate with the rest of the region and embrace 
globalization. Diplomacy should thus help to create a favourable international envi-
ronment to boost national development and protect the country’s independence, 
sovereignty and territorial integrity. 

Diversification and multilateralization became major components of Vietnam’s 
‘hedging’ strategy vis-à-vis China. Hedging is a strategy whereby a country applies 
different policy tools in order to respond to an uncertain and challenging environ-
ment. In the parlance of International Relations, hedging is a mix of engagement and 
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integration mechanisms as well as balancing and bandwagoning.1 Vietnam’s histori-
cal experience of overdependence on one country (i.e. China from the 1950s until 
the 1970s, followed by the Soviet Union until the late 1980s) means that Hanoi is 
averse to putting all its diplomatic eggs in one basket. Instead, Vietnam has adopted 
a strategy of being ‘friends with all countries in the world community’.2 A resolution 
passed by the VCP in 2003 defined Vietnamese foreign policy as being based on 
the principle of ‘more friends, fewer enemies’ as a means to avoid conflict, confronta-
tions, isolation and dependency, all of which would be detrimental to the country’s 
economic growth.3 The new policy recognized the role of diplomacy in sustaining 
regional stability, creating and sustaining supporting conditions for Doi Moi mod-
ernization, industrialization, economic and infrastructure development, defence and 
contributing to global efforts towards peace.4

The 10th VCP Congress in 2006 declared that Vietnamese foreign policy would 
be ‘proactive, dynamic, creative and effective’.5 The Congress also stated that in 
pursuing the expansion of the country’s diplomatic networks, Vietnam was commit-
ted to respecting sovereignty and the principle of non-interference in the domestic 
affairs of other states, non-violence, equality and mutually beneficial cooperation, and 
the peaceful resolution of conflicts.6 Vietnam’s diplomatic successes in 2013 can be 
directly attributed to these changes in the direction of the country’s foreign policy.

ACHIEVEMENTS OF VIETNAMESE DIPLOMACY

Vietnam adapted well to the post-Cold War realities, and within a relatively short 
time had accomplished major progress in its foreign relations. The country quickly 
emerged from its diplomatic isolation, normalized relations with China, Japan, the 
United States and the European Union (EU), improved relations with ‘traditional 
friends’ (such as Russia and India), expanded its network of diplomatic partners 
to include over 170 countries, and joined a number of global and regional organi-
zations, including the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Asia-

1 Evan S. Medeiros, “Strategic Hedging and the Future of Asia-Pacific Stability,” The Washington Quarterly 
29, no. 1 (2005); Jeongseok Lee, “Hedging against Uncertain Future: the Response of East Asian Secondary 
Powers to Rising China,” in International Political Science Association XXII World Congress of Political Sci-
ence (Madrid, Spain2012); Hong Hiep Le, “Vietnam’s strategic trajectory: From internal development to external 
engagement,”  Strategic Insights 59(2012).
2 VCP, “Văn kiện Đại hội đại biểu toàn quốc thời kỳ Đồi Mới [Documents of National Congress in the Era of Doi Moi],” 
(Hanoi: NXB Chí trị quốc gia [National Political Publisher], 2010). P. 403.
3 Binh Minh Pham, “Thoughts on shaping new foreign policy [Một số suy nghĩ về định hình chính sách đối ngoại 
mới],” in Setting direction for strategic diplomacy of Vietnam toward 2020 [Định Hướng Chiến Lược Đối Ngoại 
Việt Nam đến 2020], ed. Binh Minh Pham (Hanoi: National Political Publisher Nhà Xuất Bản Quốc Gia, 2010). P. 43.
4 Ibid.
5 VCP, “Documents from 10th National Plenum [Văn kiện Đại Hội Đảng đại biểu toàn quộc lần thứ X] “ (Hanoi: Na-
tional Political Publisher [NXB Chí trị quốc gia], 2006). P. 113.
6 Ibid. P. 61-63.
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Europe Meeting (ASEM), Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) etc.

Hanoi’s entry into ASEAN in 1995 marked a watershed in the country’s foreign 
policy. Membership of the Association helped heal regional divisions created by 
Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia in the 1980s, enhanced Vietnam’s regional iden-
tity as a Southeast Asian state, and gave it a sense of confidence in dealing with 
its neighbours as well as countries outside the region including the major powers. 
Vietnam’s participation in ASEAN-led forums such as the ASEAN Regional Forum 
and East Asia Summit also provided it with a bigger voice in regional and global af-
fairs. By joining ASEAN, it began integrating economically with the rest of the region, 
which boosted intra-ASEAN trade and contributed to the realization of the ASEAN 
Economic Community. Although Vietnam is often listed as one of the ‘CLMV’ (i.e. 
Cambodia-Laos-Myanmar-Vietnam) countries that joined ASEAN between 1995 and 
1999, in reality it has moved from the ‘second’ to the ‘first’ tier of membership by     
virtue of matching some of the founding members in terms of political influence within 
the organization. This was clearly demonstrated in 2010 when Vietnam success-
fully chaired ASEAN and was widely praised for its energy and efficiency. In 2013 
a Vietnamese national, Le Luong Minh, became ASEAN Secretary-General, the first 
from a CLMV country. 

Insofar as bilateral ties are concerned, the establishment of partnership re-
lationships has been particularly important for Vietnam. There are three types of 
partnership relationships: comprehensive, strategic and strategic cooperative. The                     
content of these relationships varies depending on negotiations with each partner. 
A comprehensive partnership is a political agreement that aims to enhance bilateral                  
relations across a wide range of activities. A strategic partnership is a flexible agree-
ment that does not necessarily include a security and defence component (unlike 
the American definition). However, it does include an assurance not to attack or join 
alliances against each other and not to interfere in each other’s internal affairs.7 The 
most important bilateral relationship is the strategic cooperative partnership which 
is based on long-term strategic ties, which Vietnam has with China and Russia. 
Between 2001 and 2013, Vietnam established 15 partnerships, six of which were 
signed only in 2013 (see Table 1). Three of the partnership agreements reached in 
2013 were with fellow ASEAN members—Thailand, Indonesia and Singapore.

7 Cong Tuan Dinh, “Vaì nét về quan hệ đối tác chiến lược [Aspects of strategic partnership],” Tạp chí Cộng sản [Com-
munist Journal] 20, no. 1 (2013).
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Table 1: Vietnam’s Comprehensive and Strategic Partnership Agreements

Country Partnership Date Comments

Russia Strategic partnership 2001
Upgraded to strategic 

cooperative partnership 

Japan Strategic partnership 2006

India Strategic partnership 2007

China Strategic partnership 2008
Upgraded to strategic 

cooperative partnership

Australia Comprehensive partnership 2009

South Korea Strategic partnership 2009

Spain Strategic partnership 2009

United Kingdom Strategic partnership 2010

Germany Strategic partnership 2011

Italy Strategic partnership 2013

Thailand Strategic partnership 2013

Indonesia Strategic partnership 2013

Singapore Strategic partnership 2013

France Strategic partnership 2013

United States Comprehensive partnership 2013

Source: Author’s compilation

In addition to bilateral relationships, Hanoi has also placed strong emphasis on      
multilateral diplomacy. Mention has already been made of the importance of ASEAN 
to Vietnam. In 2007 Vietnam was admitted into the WTO, and in a major diplomatic 
coup, it served as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council (UNSC) 
during 2008-09. Vietnam’s active role in multilateral diplomacy was highlighted by 
its successful hosting of ASEM in 2004 and APEC in 2006 and, most importantly, 
its chairmanship of ASEAN in 2010. Following on from these successes, Vietnam 
would again like to host APEC in 2017, and is once more hoping to be elected to the 
UNSC in 2020-21. Vietnam’s active multilateral diplomacy has served to enhance its 
bilateral relationships. For example, in 2013, 14 countries, including eight members 
of the G20, recognized Vietnam’s status as a Market Economy. This designation       
allows Vietnam to fully participate in international trade which, as recent history am-
ply demonstrates, is an indispensable component of transformational growth and 
development.
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VIETNAM’S RELATIONS WITH CHINA AND THE UNITED STATES

In addition to economics, strategic considerations have also been instrumental in 
shaping Vietnamese foreign policy. Of critical importance are Vietnam’s relations 
with the two preeminent external powers in Southeast Asia: China and the United 
States.

Vietnam’s relationship with China is undoubtedly the most important, complex 
and contentious. Since normalization in 1991, Sino-Vietnamese relations have gen-
erally been positive. However, serious tensions have been generated over disputed 
territories and maritime boundaries in the South China Sea, Vietnam’s growing trade 
deficit with China and China’s involvement in the extraction of Vietnamese natural 
resources. Seen from Hanoi’s perspective, the relationship is a mixture of struggle 
and cooperation. While competing claims in the South China Sea force Vietnam to 
react defensively to Chinese assertiveness, Vietnam also has a vested interest in pro-
moting economic ties with its giant northern neighbour. Party-to-party ties also help 
promote cooperation and political trust. 

In 2013, territorial disputes in the South and East China Sea led to a sharp deteri-
oration in Sino-Philippine and Sino-Japanese relations respectively. Vietnam, howev-
er, was able to maintain stable ties with China, partly due to regular bilateral dialogue 
and high-level visits. In 2013 Hanoi and Beijing agreed to establish a telephone 
hotline between senior leaders to avoid crises developing in the South China Sea. 
Nevertheless, despite relatively smooth ties between Vietnam and China in 2013 
(at least compared to the past several years), Hanoi continues to remain vigilant; 
and diplomacy remains a key component in its South China Sea policy. In particular, 
Hanoi seeks to internationalize the problem at regional and international forums and 
to emphasize the need for dialogue, trust-building and adherence to international 
norms. At the annual Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore in May 2013, for example, 
Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung reiterated in his keynote speech that Vietnam is 
a reliable partner, is committed to building strategic trust in the region, and, invok-
ing an old Vietnamese saying, warned that  “to lose trust is to lose everything”.8 
Internationalization of the problem, pushing for the implementation of the 2002 
ASEAN-China Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DoC) 
and an early realization of the Code of Conduct (CoC) are seen by Vietnam as im-
portant tools for dealing with the dispute. Other tools include bilateral dialogue with 
Beijing, modernization of the armed forces (particularly the navy and air force), and 
improving ties with Washington. 

Vietnam-US relations have improved considerably since normalization in 1995, 
and, in 2013, the positive trajectory continued. Hanoi and Washington recognize the 
other’s economic and strategic importance. Vietnam’s relationship with the United 

8 Tan Dung Nguyen, “Keynote Speech at Shangri-La Dialogue,” (Singapore2013); Vietnam MOFA, “Foreign 
Policy of the Party and the Government of Vietnam [Chính sách của Đảng và Nhà Nước Việt Nam],” ed. Vietnam 
MOFA (Hanoi2013).
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States is becoming increasingly important: America is now Vietnam’s biggest ex-
port market and the two countries share similar concerns over China’s assertive 
behaviour in the maritime domain. In July, President Truong Tan Sang paid a highly 
symbolic visit to the United States during which the two sides announced a compre-
hensive partnership to expand cooperation across a broad range of activities includ-
ing diplomacy, defence and security, trade, technology, infrastructure, education, 
environment and health, tourism and sports,  as well as addressing legacy issues 
from the Vietnam War. President Sang also reaffirmed Vietnam’s commitment to the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). 

The successful realization of the TPP will not only benefit Vietnamese economy 
immensely, but will also be an important element in the country’s hedging strategy. 
Vietnam is negotiating membership of the TPP—which excludes China—and at the 
same time being a member of ASEAN, is also part of talks on a free trade agreement 
between ASEAN and its FTA partners (China, Japan, South Korea, India, Australia 
and New Zealand) known as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP). By participating in both the TPP and the RCEP at the same time, Hanoi bal-
ances its relations with Washington and Beijing.

Further details of the US-Vietnam comprehensive partnership were announced 
during Secretary of State John Kerry’s visit to Vietnam in December 2013, including 
US$18 million financial aid to improve the country’s maritime security capabilities.9 
Prior to his arrival in Hanoi, Kerry had visited the Mekong Delta to promote the devel-
opment of the US Lower Mekong Initiative (LMI) which Washington has offered as 
an alternative to the China-dominated Great Mekong Subregion (GMS) project. The 
focus of the LMI is sustainability and environmental protection of the Mekong region. 
Although the Mekong countries have not been forced to choose between the LMI 
and GMS, the existence of these two programmes highlights the growing competi-
tion between Washington and Beijing for influence in Southeast Asia.

Despite growing economic, political and security relations with the United States, 
the VCP remains hesitant and internally divided over how close Vietnam should move 
towards its former enemy. One of the most sensitive issues in Vietnam-US relations 
is human rights, and it was differences between the two countries over this issue 
which prevented them from announcing a strategic rather than a comprehensive 
partnership in July 2013. Elements in the VCP are concerned that US-inspired ideas 
and values could endanger regime survival; indeed the party has identified ‘peace-
ful evolution’ as one of the four main security threats facing the country, next to 
economic instability, sovereignty disputes and non-traditional security challenges.10 
Moreover, while Hanoi hopes to counterbalance China’s rising power by pursuing 
closer ties with America, it is also acutely cautious about antagonizing Beijing by 
moving too close to Washington.

9 US-Vietnam Comprehensive Partnership, Fact Sheet, Office of the Spokesperson, Washington D.C.,                        
16 December 2013 < http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2013/218734.htm>.
10 Government Vietnamese, “Defense White Paper,” (2009).
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CONCLUSION: OUTLOOK FOR 2014

Vietnam’s endeavour to balance its relations with the United States and with its 
ties to China was highlighted in its diplomatic activities in 2013. For instance, in his 
keynote address at the Shangri-La Dialogue, Prime Minister Dung warned against 
the unilateral actions of certain major powers without actually naming China. A few 
weeks later, President Sang travelled to Beijing where he emphasized the positives 
in bilateral relations. In the face of growing US-China competition in Asia, Vietnam 
is working to maintain good relations with both Washington and Beijing, while also 
improving ties with neighbouring countries and actively participating in multilateral 
forums. In late 2013, Minister of Foreign Affairs Pham Binh Minh was elevated to the 
position of Deputy Prime Minister, which confirms the importance Hanoi places on 
the role of diplomacy in maintaining peace, stability and economic development. The 
active foreign policy agenda of Vietnam’s leaders in January 2014—including visits to 
neighbouring Laos and Cambodia as well as planned visits to South Korea—is a clear 
demonstration of their commitment towards building a diplomatic safety net for the 
country well into the future. Vietnam is likely to focus this year on building strategic 
partnerships, particularly with all members of the UNSC and especially the United 
States. However, the pace of rapprochement with Washington will depend on devel-
opments in domestic politics and internal debates within the VCP. 
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