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Abstract

tc "Abstract"
While Sino-Vietnamese relations are a bilateral matter, they affect the rest of Southeast Asia, in particular, and the overall global situation, in general. By the year 2001, the diplomatic relations between China and Vietnam which began on January 18, 1950  would have been in effect for fifty-one years.  However, the situation can be said to have normalized only in the last ten years, i.e., since November 1991.  Thus, a study of Sino-Vietnamese relations over the years is important to the international family of nations.

Present Sino-Vietnamese Relations

tc "Present Sino-Vietnamese Relations"
The 1980s was a period of confrontation between China and Vietnam. The major turning point in Sino-Vietnamese relations was the summit meeting in Chengdu in September 1990 which was followed by a formal normalization of diplomatic ties in November 1991.  In that month, a high level Vietnamese delegation led by General-Secretary Do Muoi and the President of the Council of Ministers, Vo Van Kiet, paid an official visit to China upon the invitation of China’s General-Secretary Jiang Zemin and Prime Minister Li Peng. During the visit, the leaders of the two countries issued a joint statement calling on both parties to develop neighborly and friendly relations.

Since 1991, stronger political and diplomatic relations developed very quickly. The two states have arranged to hold summit meetings every year, giving their top leaders the chance to regularly discuss economic development thrusts and reforms, such as opening their doors to other countries. In 1994, China’s General-Secretary, Jiang Zemin, visited Vietnam.  In 1998, a 148-man delegation from both sides exchanged visits to discuss other areas of possible cooperation. 1 Prime Minister Phan Van Khai’s visit to China also in 1998 was a landmark in the foreign relations between the two countries as it was followed by a reciprocal visit to Vietnam by Vice-President Hu Jintao.  These visits were followed by a sooner-than-usual trip by Secretary Le Kha Phieu to Beijing, Sichuan and Guangdong in February-March 1999. During the trip, Jiang Zemin and Le Kha Phieu agreed on  being “good neighbors and fostering friendship, overall cooperation, long-term stability and strong orientation for future  bilateral relations.”  During this same visit, China and Vietnam confirmed common plans first announced in July 1997, to formalize an agreement on their Northern Bay land border in 1999 or by the end of 2000. This agreement which was discussed during Premier Zhu Rongji’s visit to Vietnam in early December 1999 was completed on December 30 of the same year. A final agreement was reached during Vietnamese President Tran Duc Luong’s visit to China in December 2000.

Economic relations developed steadily. Since the normalization of ties, the two countries have signed more than thirty documents covering trade and economic cooperation matters. These agreements include a full range of issues concerning the economy and trade; air, sea and railway transportation; cultural affairs; public security questions; customs and taxation matters; and other subjects. In 1997, mutual trade totaled US$1.44 billion, going up to US$2.466 billion in 2000. By September 2000, China had seventy-six investment projects in Vietnam with a contract value of US$154 million. 2  Both sides sought to increase the value of two-way trade to US$2 billion by the turn of the century, a goal that was achieved. 

Current Problemstc "Current Problems"
Since the start of the 1990s, Sino-Vietnamese relations have steadily developed.  However, there are some problem areas that China and Vietnam need to resolve.

1.
Both states think, “We should develop friendly bilateral relations.” However, both sides need to engender a feeling of trust for each other, especially on the side of Vietnam. Robert Templer, an American-based Vietnam analyst,  wrote the following in his book Shadows and Wind: 


A Vietnamese historian summed it up with bleak utterance: 


“China is always just there,” he said, gesturing northwards, “and it will always be dangerous.” 

Because of the ten-year estrangement, there are many negative feelings harbored by both sides. It may take a long time to clear the air. 

2.
After the two sides settled the land border and the Northern Bay issues, that of the Nansha Islands has come to the fore. Nansha has belonged to China since ancient times but Vietnam has occupied the twenty-nine Nansha islands. China has consistently stood for a peaceful settlement of the issue.  

3. 
At the national level, Sino-Vietnamese relations have emphasized the normalization of political ties rather than economic exchange. Vietnam has been worried about Chinese domination of its economy more than it was concerned about the presence of other foreign influences. The trade between China and Vietnam is uneven in favor of China;  the value of exports from China to Vietnam was US$1.5 billion while that from Vietnam to China was US$900 million. 3
Factors Affecting Sino-Vietnamese Relations
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1.
Both China and Vietnam need a peaceful environment in which to develop their respective economies. Although there may be some problems with regards to bilateral relations, a “good neighbor” policy prevails. Vietnam has achieved a 7.6% economic growth-rate in the 1990s,  the highest ever recorded in the country’s history.  Similarly, on the other side of the border, rapid development has been taking place in China, at an even faster rate. For example, the growth-rate of GDP per capita of Pingxiang City in Guangxi province reached 17.3% in 1995-1996. 4
2.
Sharing the same cultural heritage has also contributed to fostering Sino-Vietnamese relations. Both countries follow the Confucianist ethos. Their languages are similar, so that they can communicate easily. Lately, there are three “hot currents” from the Chinese mainland:  Chinese TV operas, Chinese chess and Chinese calligraphy.

3.
Because they have the same economic and social models of development, the two sides need to further strengthen common areas of cooperation.  After the Second World War, both of their political and economic systems were established following the Soviet model. The orientation of their reforms were likewise similar as they exchanged experiences. Overall, their economies have developed and their politics remain steady. 

4. When Vietnam joined ASEAN, it hoped to attract a great deal of investments  and to develop new export markets among ASEAN member countries.  Secondly, Vietnam hoped to get political support from the organization.   However, it should be noted that ASEAN is a regional body. Its member states belong to different cultures. Vietnam and Singapore are Confucian countries while Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar are predominantly Buddhist countries. Malaysia, Indonesia and Brunei are Muslim while the Philippines is a predominantly Christian country. These countries  all need to cooperate and coordinate with each other,  but China is not included in the picture.

5.   After the cold war ended, Russia withdrew from Southeast Asia whereas the United States kept its presence in the region. Vietnam established diplomatic ties with the United States in 1995. William Clinton, as President of the United States, paid his first visit to Vietnam in 2000, some thirty years after then President Richard Nixon visited South Vietnam in 1969. The United States has maintained its relations with Southeast Asian countries, even with Vietnam, thus continuing its influence in the region. 

Orientation of Sino-Vietnamese relations in the early 21st century
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Three trends can be identified regarding Sino-Vietnamese relations in the early 21st century as follows:  

1.
China and Vietnam would resume their old “comrades plus brothers” relationship as in the past. Along these lines is the thought and feeling that “Vietnam, China, mountains join mountains, and waters join waters.”  The two states are the “same race” and share the “same language” and the same economic and political systems. Thus, China and Vietnam must build even much closer bilateral relations.

2.
China and Vietnam should try to negotiate with each other, especially when conflicts arise as in 1979. Since both are considered as developing countries, with similar economic levels, in the past, conflicts were inevitable.  It may be difficult to completely do away with feelings of hostility. For example, it may not be easy to resolve the issue of sovereignty over Nansha by peaceful means. It is the opinion of the author that future armed conflict may be inevitable.

3. 
China and Vietnam should develop mutually beneficial and friendly relations.  While this may be an overly optimistic point of view, it is in accord with current trends in international relations.    With these considerations, we think that, as the first view, it is too optimistic. However, it can be seen that national interests take precedence over ideology in the international arena.  Professor Nguyen Hui Quy of the Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences has said: “With the new environment, the economic relations between China and Vietnam did not return to the same dependent relations as in 1950s-1960s. In its place, a spirit of cooperation has been established.” 

A second view is somewhat less optimistic as there seem to be a number of sticky points in the relationship, e.g.,  the Nansha issue.  However, they may grow less important with the passage of time. The two states may not be willing to run the risk of unsettling their newly-established bilateral relations by pursuing these issues at the present time.  

The author feels that a third view – that of a win-win situation – for both countries is most plausible. 

Conclusion 

tc "Conclusion "
After a ten-year period of unfriendly relations in the late 1970s to 1980s, Sino-Vietnamese ties have eventually normalized on the basis of equality and mutual benefit since the 1990s. In view of today’s world structure and the situation in the Southeast Asian region as well as the reforms and open-door policies and economic development strategies that the majority of the countries pursue,  it would be in the long-term interest of the two countries, China and Vietnam, to further develop mutually beneficial and “friendly-neighbor” relations in the 21st century.  Such a situation can foster good relations not only for the two countries but for the rest of the region, as well.
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