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This year marks the 15th anniversary of the United States’ establishment of diplomatic relations with Vietnam.  We will celebrate this important milestone with joint ceremonies, cultural events and high level visits.  But more important than these tributes we organize to mark the occasion, is a genuine recognition by both sides on just how far we have come in such a short time.
In just fifteen years, the relationship between the United States and Vietnam has evolved from one of deep-seated mutual distrust, to a robust partnership based on mutual respect and cooperation.  Where both sides once saw little or no common ground upon which to base our diplomatic relations, today we collaborate on a wide range of issues, from trade and investment, to education and health, to security and defense.
We have our differences, particularly in our approach to human rights, but even in these areas we are now engaged in constructive dialogue.  We continue to believe firmly that a free media and functioning civil society would help the Government of Vietnam address the many challenges it faces, such as education reform, corruption, and environmental degradation.  Through our engagement we hope to ensure that Vietnam develops into a prosperous, transparently governed society, and into a fuller partner for the United States.
Today I’ll talk mostly about our countries’ economic relations, but first I’d like to note some other important parts of our bilateral ties, addressing both our successes and our differences.  [Why do I highlight both our differences and our successes as we reflect upon this anniversary year?  Because I think looking back on what we have achieved in such a short time gives us all reason for great optimism about what we can accomplish together in the future.]
Our economic relationship with Vietnam is one of our many reasons for optimism.  Fifteen years ago there was virtually no U.S. investment in Vietnam, and bilateral trade was just $451 million annually.  U.S. exports to Vietnam have nearly tripled just since 2006, and in 2009 two-way trade reached $15.4 billion.  Last year, the United States was also the largest foreign investor in Vietnam!
The United States implemented a Bilateral Trade Agreement with Vietnam in 2001, and negotiated a cargo Open Skies agreement in 2008.  We recently started negotiations with Vietnam and other partners on the Trans-Pacific Partnership regional free trade agreement, which is a potential platform for economic integration across the Asia-Pacific region.  U.S. companies continued to show strong interest in Vietnam throughout the global economic crisis, and we see no signs of that interest dwindling.
Progress in our bilateral trade and investment relationship has coincided with a tremendous economic transformation in Vietnam.  Real incomes in Vietnam have grown an average of 7.2 percent per year over the last decade, and GDP per capita has gone from $189 in 1993 to $1,052 in 2009.  Vietnam’s poverty rate has fallen from 58 percent in 1993 to 12 percent in 2009.  Vietnam is one of the most rapidly transforming countries in the world, and in many ways the U.S. has contributed to this transformation.
The United States exports more than products to the Vietnamese – we are also exporting one of our greatest assets, an American education.  Fifteen years ago fewer than 800 Vietnamese were studying in the U.S.  Today I am proud to say that there are over 13,000 Vietnamese students in the United States, a figure that has tripled in the last three years and one that I hope will continue to rise in coming years.

In January 2010, I hosted the U.S. Embassy’s third annual Education Conference in Hanoi, “Building Partnerships in Higher Education:  Opportunities and Challenges for the U.S. and Vietnam,” which brought together over 600 American and Vietnamese educators to discuss how Vietnam can benefit from the U.S. experience to improve the quality of its universities.
Since resumption of Fulbright exchanges with Vietnam in the nineteen-nineties, 950 Vietnamese and American students and scholars have studied, conducted research, or taught in each other’s country in many academic fields.  The U.S. Government-funded Vietnam Education Foundation has placed 306 fellows at 70 top U.S. graduate institutions.  These alumni are now positioned at the top of many businesses, Ministries, and private organizations throughout Vietnam and are making valuable contributions to their homeland and to furthering US-Vietnam relations.
Health diplomacy is another pillar of our bilateral relationship.  About 75 percent of all U.S. official development assistance to Vietnam has been invested in health-related activities.  The U.S. is Vietnam’s largest bilateral donor for combating pandemic and avian influenza, we will provide $95 million to help Vietnam address the devastating effects of HIV/AIDS in just 2010 alone, and our total HIV and influenza assistance to Vietnam since 2004 now exceeds $440 million.

The U.S. is working closely with the Government of Vietnam to address environmental and health concerns associated with dioxin contamination.  Over the past three years, the U.S. has allocated $6 million for dioxin mitigation with an additional $3 million appropriated in FY 2010.  We have jointly planned remediation of dioxin-contaminated soil at the Danang airbase, where large amounts of Agent Orange were stored during the war.  The U.S. has provided more than $46 million in aid for Vietnamese with disabilities, without regard to the cause of their disability.

As we have continued to deepen our cooperation with Vietnam in the areas of trade, education, health, and environment, we have also expanded our relationship in ways that were unimaginable just five years ago, particularly on security issues.  Our growing work in this area includes cooperation in: peacekeeping operations, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, maritime security, counterterrorism and counternarcotics cooperation, border security, and nonproliferation.  We will have our Third U.S.-Vietnam Political, Security and Defense Dialogue next month.

The United States has provided nearly $50 million in assistance to Vietnam since 1993 to locate, remove and destroy unexploded ordnance and landmines, as well as to address their effects on the lives and health of the people living in affected areas.  We have also worked to build the capacity of the newly formed Vietnam Bomb and Mine Action Center and assist the center draft and implement a National Strategy to address the explosive remnants of war.  The U.S. military had been working closely with the Government of Vietnam toward the fullest possible accounting of Americans missing from the Vietnam conflict.  These cooperative efforts have allowed us to account for 645 Americans previously listed as missing in action, and we are now exploring possible cooperation to assist Vietnam in accounting for its own missing in action. Early cooperation and success in this area paved the way for many of the other areas of cooperation that I discussed previously.
During a visit to Thailand in July 2009 for the ASEAN regional forum, Secretary Clinton joined with the foreign ministers of the Lower Mekong Countries of Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam to establish the Lower Mekong Initiative, as a vehicle for U.S. engagement in the region in environment, health, and education.  Vietnam is co-hosting a Mekong Infectious Disease Conference with us in Hanoi next month, and will host the Lower Mekong Initiative Ministers’ Meeting this July.  Over the next several years, we plan to work with Vietnam and the other Lower Mekong nations to support their responses to climate change.


Looking beyond the record of the past fifteen years towards the prospects for our relationship in coming years, I continue to see huge potential for further growth in the economic relationship between the United States and Vietnam.  President Obama recently designated Vietnam as one of six “next tier markets” under his new National Export Initiative, along with China, India and Brazil.  The reason is clear:  Vietnam is a country where we expect significant growth and where we expect great opportunities for U.S. companies, and of course for Vietnamese companies as well.
Over the last 10 years, bilateral trade has increased more than 17 fold!  I don’t believe that has happened anywhere else during this time period.  Even during the global economic downturn in 2009, U.S. exports to Vietnam grew by 11%, while they dropped by double digits in most other ASEAN countries.  The bilateral trade figures so far this year are very strong and it looks to me like 2010 will be another record-breaking year in our bilateral trade.
In the mid- to long-term, I see the Vietnamese-U.S. bilateral relationship just building from strength to strength.  I think ongoing trade and investment negotiations have the potential to open up even more opportunities for companies from both countries.  In particular, I think U.S. companies can, and will, make a critical contribution as Vietnam builds out its infrastructure and looks for products, technologies and education systems that will help bring it firmly into and beyond “middle income” status.
My U.S. Mission team identifies and tracks what we call “Best Prospect Sectors” where we know U.S. companies are competitive.  Our “Best Prospect Sectors” include:  telecommunications, information technology, oil and gas exploration, power generation, highway construction, environmental project management and technology, and aviation.   Just within this past month, we saw the signing of an agreement between VNPT and a U.S. satellite firm to design and build Vietnam’s second commercial satellite in two years, as well the finalization of deal between EVN, Vinacomin and a U.S. Independent Power Producer (IPP) to build an 1100 WM power plant in Quang Ninh province.   We have also recently witnessed the signing of an important agreement between a major U.S. oil company and its Vietnamese and other foreign partners for an offshore gas pipeline.  We may see an additional energy deals this year, and there is also potential in other areas of Vietnam’s infrastructure development. 
I’d also have to say that American education, which for us is a U.S. service export, is my favorite U.S. export sector because of the significant and long-lasting benefits it yields for all involved.  The main challenge for us is to get the word out to U.S. companies that there are countless business opportunities waiting in Vietnam.  Sometimes it just takes a while for a country’s good reputation to reach the attention of the American business executive.

America, on the other hand, has already proven itself to be the land of opportunity for many Vietnamese companies.  Just look at the growth in Vietnamese exports to the U.S. over the last 10 years!  The obvious advantage for Vietnamese companies in many sectors is the Vietnamese price advantage.  A disadvantage for Vietnamese companies is they may not be as familiar with the U.S. market as their competitors, because our trade relations are relatively young, and because of language and cultural differences.
Having said that, one bit of advice I would offer in general, which would apply to all sectors:  make sure you meet or exceed the formal and informal quality requirements and expectations of the American consumer.  As we have seen recently with some cases in China and elsewhere, it is easy for a country to lose a positive brand image when serious product quality issues arise.  Price is important but don’t ever lose sight of quality.  American consumers also attach value to companies and businesses that maintain high levels of corporate governance and which look for ways to give back to their community and employees.  These are other areas where Vietnam can further differentiate itself from other regional players.
Good governance and transparency are also areas that impact Vietnam’s business environment.  The United States works with Vietnam in these areas through the U.S. Government-funded STAR program, the Project 30 administrative reforms, and the Vietnam Competitiveness Initiative (VNCI).  The Provincial Competitiveness Index (PCI), produced in cooperation with VNCI, is now a widely recognized measure of improved governance.  This year’s PCI results suggest that most Vietnamese provinces became more competitive last year, and that local governments continue to reduce the barriers to starting and doing business.  Foreign investors will continue to invest in those provinces that provide the best business environment by protecting foreign intellectual property and by providing a climate for open, transparent and efficient investments.

Without question, the most important thing for Vietnamese businesses to keep in mind is, that it is critical to find and work with experts and professionals who can help identify and evaluate potential investments, as well as conduct due diligence on prospective partners.  This means knowing and accepting up front that this will be needed and it will be expensive.  But what is even more expensive in the long run is to try to come to a big and complex market like the U.S. and to try to do a deal without appropriate guidance.  Vietnamese companies looking for opportunities in the U.S. should get expert guidance up front and find a good local partner.
So, in conclusion, as the United States and Vietnam prepare to celebrate the 15th anniversary of our diplomatic relations, it makes sense to reflect on what we have accomplished.  In my view, our bilateral relationship is now at its most productive since relations were normalized in 1995.  This is great for our relationship, great for our economies and great for the people of our two great nations!
Thank you!

