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ust as American entry into the Vietnam war J delayed but did not fundamentally affect its 
outcome, American withdrawal from Vietnam changed 
the tactical but not the fundamental environment in 
which Vietnam’s role in Southeast Asia must be seen. 
Toward its three immediate neighbors, Vietnam remains 
a rival, distrusted and disliked. Its position of power in 
the peninsula, which has been growing over the last four 
hundred years, continues to grow at the expense of 
neighbors who resist as best they can. 

Vietnam’s actions have always been constrained by 
the overall domination of the area by China. Vietnam’s 
desire has been and remains primarily to protect its own 
independence vis-&vis China while maintaining the 
necessary friendly relations, given the reality of China’s 
dominant power in the region. This explains Vietnam’s 
counterbalance of Chinese influence by drawing on 
Soviet support and, now that the French and American 
wars are over, attempting to draw on support from any 
Western nations willing to respond. 

Vietnam emerged from the war with by far the 
strongest army in the region-stronger than the com- 
bined forces of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN). But its economy was seriously 
weakened by years of war and a government structure 
more geared to pursuing the single-minded purposes of a 
society at war than managing the multifaceted and 
decentralized apparatus of a peacetime economy. It is a 
society whose deep divisions have only recently been 
healed by a unity that must still be seen as fragile and far 
from mature. The difficulties with which Vietnam must 
now cope are formidable, but the probability of its 
becoming a significant producer of oil adds a new and 
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dynamic dimension to its prospects. It is entirely con- 
ceivable that Vietnam could become the leading eco- 
nomic power in Southeast Asia within the next decade. 

There seems to be no reason to believe that Vietnam 
has changed its historical commitment to developing the 
country as rapidly as possible without compromising its 
national independence. Thus, non-Communist neigh- 
bors and Western countries have a clear policy choice 
before them. If they treat Vie~nam as an enemy or 
unfriendly nation and withhold economic help and coop- 
eration, Hanoi will be obliged to rely increasingly on the 
Soviet Union and China. This not only would endanger 
its own independence but also would increase the influ- 
ence of those two powers, with all that may imply for the 
stability of the ASEAN regimes. 

If ASEAN and the West opt for cooperation with 
Vietnam, they cannot expect to win an ally. What they 
can expect is to aid Vietnam in establishing its rote of 
primacy in Southeallk Asia. The power of Vietnam would 
then be effectively independent from all major powers 
and fundamentally neutral. The risks of such a Vietnam 
using its .military power against its neighbors would not 
be eliminated, but it would certainly be reduced (espe- 
cially beyond the Indochina Peninsula) by the integra- 
tion of its economy into that of the region. 

Financing Vietnam’s national recovery depends criti- 
cally upon the development of its oil potential, which 
may be as promising as that of any prospective oil area 
outside the Middle East. Vietnam’s principal prospects 
lie offshore in the southern half of the South China Sea, 
waters previously administered by South Vietnam. In- 
f o ~ a t i o n  on the area is far too scanty to permit reliable 
estimates of the quantities of oil that might be found. 
However, the size of the structures indicated suggests a 
potential of several billion barrels. On the basis of 
probabilities, i t  seems reasonable to expect that Vietnam 
could produce at least 500,000 barrels a day. If produc- 
tion of a million barrels a day were to be established 
(some two-thirds of present Indonesian production), 
annual income could be sufficient to provide more than 

44 



VIETNAM I 45 

$2 billion per year over and above the current trade 
deficit. In other words, Vietnam’s oil discoveries need 
not rival those of the Middle East in order to finance its 
recovery and become the first economic power in South- 
east Asia. 

The Soviet Union has been conducting onshore explo- 
rations for some years in North Vietnam and has made a 
number of discoveries, the most recent in the last quarter 
of 1977. They have now discovered approximately a 
billion cubic meters of gas, and the potential is thought to 
be around 6 billion cubic meters. To carry out the 
potential program the Soviet Union has already delivered 
five drilling rigs and granted a credit of $27.6 million for 
the 1976-80 period. As important as this is, the Soviet 
Union’s efforts are nevertheless limited, and Soviet 
offshore expertise is not well-advanced. 

First production in the offshore areas of the South 
China Sea came in the early 1970’s. This, together with 
the extensive seismic work carried out by international 
companies on permits issued by the South Vietnamese’ 
Government, revealed the potential of the area. The 
collapse of the South Vietnamese Government forced 
withdrawal of the oil companies that had beemworking i n  
the area. At present the main obstacle to Vietnamese 
recovery is its apparent inability to organize the explora- 
tion and development of the offshore areas i n  the South 
China Sea. Two years ago the Vietnamese Government 
seemed anxious to seek new arrangements with the 
companies to facilitate resumption of exploration and 
development despite the lack of the necessary knowl- 
edge of international oil dealings and a strong desire not 
to make an overly generous deal in the first period. Now, 
two years later, the country has spoken to or negotiated 
with a large number of oil companies interested in 
returning to the area. Although little has yet been done, 
there would now appear to be no major obstacles to 
negotiating contracts that would permit large-scale de- 
velopments beginning in 1978. 

n the meantime, Vietnam’s five-year plan I (1976-80) is considered to be reasonable and 
realistic. The all-important agricultural sector has been 
totally reorganized to drag it out of deficit and make 
possible traditional surpluses. The country has been di- 
vided into seven new agricultural zones, within which 
emphasis is on high specialization of crops by area. 
Abandoned lands will come back into intensive’produc- 
tion. Irrigation systems, seriously deteriorated under the 
strains of war, will be repaired. Under the plan high 
priority is given to medium and heavy industry, particu- 
larly in the north, where some 70 per cent was destroyed 
during the war, and to coal production and modernizing 
the transportation system. Strenuous efforts are being 
made to overcome critical shortages of spare parts. An 
export drive lies at the center of all the country’s 
economic activities, since the pace of economic recon- 
struction depends heavily on large foreign exchange 
earnings to pay for imports of machifery, equipment, 
and technology. 

The fall of Saigon and the end of the war ended 

financial grants from China and the Soviet Union. In 
addition. ASEAN members pressed Japan and the West 
not to give Vietnam economic help. Hanoi clearly saw 
that to attract needed external assistance it must widen its 
political alliances. It changed its aggressive attitude 
toward the outside. Hanoi assumed the South Viet- 
namese Government’s debts in order to qualify for loans 
from the Asian Development Bank. It announced liberal 
guidelines for private investments. It began seeking 
better relations with non-Communist countries: ASEAN 
is a good example. 

A great many nations have become increasingly in- 
volved in economic ties with Vietnam. The Soviet Union 
remains the major trading partner. China also maintains 
its position. Japan’s involvement is becoming so strong 
and pervasive that Hanoi is seeking counterbalances to 
i t .  In an appeal to the private sector, Hanoi shows signs 
that it desires Western investment. France maintains a 
special position and is building on it rapidly. France and 
Japan have been the most generous suppliers of aid, and 
French exports to North Vietnam rose from 57 million 
francs in 1975 to 108 million in 1976. Others involved 
are Sweden, Algeria, and India. But the real weight of 
Western investment would have to come from the United 
States and West Germany. West German trade, while 
still small, has begun to rise rapidly, and i t  seems that 
Bonn has decided to encourage involvement. 

Two years after unification Vietnam has received 
pledges of some $6 billion (U.S.), which is a significant 
indication of the success of its new policies and of its 
growing peacetime reputation as a hard-working, effec- 
tive nation and a promising trade partner. However, lack 
of normal relations with the United States, and Washing- 
ton’s unwillingness to provide aid, has constrained the 
pace of Vietnam’s reconstruction, in  particular with 
respect to oil exploration and development. It will take 
time for normal political relations to be restored, and 
there seems little prospect of major U.S. aid, but there 
are few remaining barriers to economic relations. 

he ASEAN nations view the increasing T evidences of Vietnam’s integration into 
their econonic system with mixed feelings. It may lessen 
their fears over Vietnam’s use of its military power, but 
it increases worries about Vietnam as an economic rival. 
Actually, Singapore has become Vietnam’s major 
ASEAN trading partner. Indonesia has agreed to provide 
technical assistance for offshore exploration of oil. The 
Philippines has said that i t  wants Hanoi to have South 
Vietnam’s seat in the Asian Development Bank. 
Malaysia has become involved in reactivating Vietnam’s 
rubber industry. These examples of growing cooperation 
have significantly improved the political-military atmo- 
sphere in Southeast Asia. 

The determination with which Vietnam is rebuilding 
its peacetime economy makes i t  clear that it will soon add 
to its military superiority a prime economic role. This 
will make it the leading power within Southeast Asia. 
The way in which it uses this power will be a major 
determinant of the political evolution of the region for 
the foreseeable future. 


