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Mr. Chairman, the Ranking Member, and distinguished Subcommittee members, 

As the Vietnam Human Rights Act recognizes, human rights violations in Vietnam come in 
many categories and have many kinds of victims.  I would like to focus today on three specific 
areas of human rights violations that have not yet been given appropriate recognition and 
emphasis by United States Government entities and others charged with monitoring and 
combating human rights violations in Vietnam:   

(1) Systematic and widespread slavery-like conditions in Vietnamese government programs 
including the labor export program, drug rehabilitation centers, and prisons. 

(2) The widespread use of torture and the increased frequency of police brutality against 
dissidents, intellectuals, bloggers, reporters, labor union organizers, social justice advocates, 
religious leaders and people of faith. 

(3) Persecution of members of religions not recognized by the government and in some cases of 
members of recognized religions whose religious activities are perceived as a threat to the 
interests of the government or of the Communist Party.  

For over two decades, my organization and I myself have monitored the country conditions in 
Vietnam.  We have received information directly from the victims, their family members, or 
from witnesses.  We have operations in different neighboring countries, where our staff and 
volunteers interviews asylum seekers who just arrived from Vietnam.  In fact, I just returned 
from an extended trip to the region, where I talked to close to a hundred witnesses.  

 

I.  SLAVERY-LIKE CONDITIONS IN GOVERNMENT-RUN AND GOVERNMENT-
SANCTIONED PROGRAMS 

Vietnam’s new anti-trafficking in persons (TIP) law became effective a few weeks ago, on Jan 1 
of this year.  Unfortunately, however, it is unlikely that this new law will result in any significant 
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change in the government’s current practices and policies.  The new law does not address either 
of Vietnam’s two most serious modern-day slavery problems:  trafficking within the 
government's own labor export program, and forced labor in rehabilitation centers and prisons. 
These egregious forms of modern-day slavery take cover under Vietnam’s national policies, 
involve billions of dollars, and are fiercely protected by well-placed stakeholders in the 
government.   

The government of Vietnam has not investigated, let alone prosecuted, a single case of human 
trafficking within its labor export program.  In 2008 my organization, BPSOS, co-founded the 
Coalition to Abolish Modern-day Slavery in Asia (CAMSA).  Over the past 3.5 years we have 
rescued over three thousand Vietnamese migrant workers subjected to slavery-like conditions 
and to debt bondage in a number of countries around the world.  One of these victims testifies 
today.  Through interviews with the rescued victims, we have identified 35 Vietnamese labor 
export companies that were involved in human trafficking, engaged in fraudulent recruitment 
practices, and/or committed serious violations of Vietnam's own labor export laws. 

We have communicated these findings to the Vietnamese authorities by various means and at 
multiple levels.  Instead of investigating these labor export companies, many of which are state-
owned, the police interrogate and threaten the victims who spoke out against slavery.  Almost 
routinely, the Vietnamese government has sent officials from Ha Noi to silence the victims, take  
the side of the traffickers, and impede justice.  On multiple occasions we have had to deal with 
such delegations in places including American Samoa, Jordan, Malaysia, and even Houston.   

In February of last year, the Ministry of Labor, War Invalids and Social Affairs (MOLISA) 
issued a circular, accusing CAMSA, our partners, and religious organizations of “taking 
advantage of our worker’s ignorance” to sabotage Vietnam’s labor export program and 
requesting Vietnamese labor export companies to “post personnel in countries hosting large 
numbers of Vietnamese workers so that those representatives may monitor, detect early, and take 
timely action when such issues first arise.” (Circular dated February 15, 2011) 

To completely disempower migrant workers from defending themselves, the Vietnamese 
government bars all Vietnamese migrant workers from joining local trade unions.  For example, 
the Vietnamese embassy in Kuala Lumpur has issued a sample contract that Malaysian 
employers must use when hiring Vietnamese workers. This sample contract stipulates that 
Vietnamese workers “shall not strike or being [sic] involved in any strike or industrial actions as 
well as any political activities and activities of those related with Trade Union in Malaysia, or 
instigate others to commit such acts,” even though the law in Malaysia allows migrant workers to 
join trade unions.  Actual contracts are even more restrictive, prohibiting Vietnamese workers 
from entering into romantic relationship with the locals, getting married to the locals, or, for 
female workers, becoming pregnant. 

In my recent trip to Thailand I met four victims of labor trafficking, all Montagnards from 
Vietnam’s Central Highlands, who in 2008 came to our newly opened office in Penang, Malaysia 
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to seek help.  They were not only exploited; the two female victims were sexually abused by 
their employers.  Before we could act, some Malaysian Catholic sisters had already helped them 
return to Vietnam by land.  Upon return to their villages, they were immediately summoned by 
the police, detained and interrogated for two days; their interrogators beat them up and 
threatened that “whoever opens mouth about Malaysia will be killed.”  They were ordered to pay 
the labor export companies double the already exorbitantly large amount of service fees they 
owed these companies.  Knowing that they would never be able to pay back that larger debt, they 
escaped to Thailand.  (Unfortunately, all four of them have been denied refugee status by the 
UNHCR.)  

Vietnam’s TIP law, passed in March of 2011, is disappointing.  The definition of human 
trafficking in its earlier drafts mirrored the one from the Palermo Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 
and Punish Trafficking in Persons.  However, the actual law did away with that definition and 
practically excludes Vietnamese labor export companies from being incriminated for their being 
at the very source of the human trafficking chain.   

I would also like to touch briefly on the issue of drug rehabilitation centers, which are also run 
by MOLISA.  Human Rights Watch’s report “The Rehab Archipelago” has pointed out that 
inmates are subjected to various forms of forced labor including producing cashews, sewing 
garments, and manufacturing other items.  Through our interviews with asylum seekers in 
Thailand BPSOS has discovered that many individuals imprisoned because of their political 
opinions or because of their faith have also been subjected to exactly the same type of forced 
labor.  One Montagnard, jailed from 2002 through 2009, had to do this for 7 years.  His hands 
were eaten by the acid from the cashew nuts because he was not allowed to use gloves.  Another 
Montagnard jailed from 2005 until 2009 at Dai Binh Prison in Lam Dong described prisoners 
being divided into production teams (cashew production, farming, vegetation, packaging fish for 
exporting).  Those failing to meet quota were beaten with a whip and kicked.  A Vietnamese 
dissident sentenced to 2.5 years in prison for promoting democracy  over the internet and for 
distributing leaflets was required to break cashew shells during his incarceration at the Z 30A 
Xuan Loc prison.  His quota was about 22 kilograms per day. Human Rights Lawyer Nguyen 
Van Dai, a recently released prisoner of conscience, also reported the wide use of forced labor in 
prison to manufacture products that were then exported to Western countries. 

Some people or agencies may report improvements in the fight against human trafficking in 
Vietnam.  Such a finding is possible only if the analysis is limited to the forms of human 
trafficking that the government of Vietnam has recognized and made illegal, including the sex 
trafficking of women and children to neighboring countries and the internal trafficking for child 
labor.  The government of Vietnam has played up its efforts to fight these forms of human 
trafficking, which usually involve only small-time criminals and perhaps low-ranking cadres.  
The government even invites international NGOs into Vietnam to fight human trafficking, but is 
careful to limit these invitations to these “privatized” forms of human trafficking.  We are not 
aware of any NGOs, including those funded by US government programs, working to document 
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and eliminate slavery in the labor export program, in rehab centers, or in prisons.  Vietnam has 
deftly deceived many of its international interlocutors by showcasing its efforts to fight the kinds 
of human trafficking it has chosen to make illegal while covering up the far more pervasive 
forms of modern-day slavery that are sanctioned by the government and whose perpetrators 
therefore enjoy impunity. 

 

Recommendations: 

(1)    To the US government:  

a. Vietnam belongs in Tier 3  on the annual United States report on trafficking in persons – the 
tier reserved for countries whose governments “do not fully comply with the minimum standards 
and are not making significant efforts to do so",  and must be ranked as such. 

b. Our government, especially the State Department’s Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking 
in Persons (G/TIP) and Office of Population, Refugees and Migration (PRM), and USAID, 
should fund projects that devote at least as much attention to the government-sanctioned forms of 
human trafficking as to those the government has made illegal. 

c. The State Department’s Office of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor (DRL) should 
interview former political prisoners, and should make diligent efforts to interview current 
political prisoners, about the practice of forced labor in prison and include the findings in its 
annual country conditions report. 

d. G/TIP should use the following benchmarks, among others, in its ranking of Vietnam in its 
annual report: 

i. Elimination of contract provisions that prohibit migrant workers from joining labor 
unions in destination countries. 

ii. Statistics on and outcomes of the Vietnamese government’s investigation and 
prosecution efforts relating to human trafficking under the labor export program, 
including cases already featured in past annual TIP reports. 

iii. An end to the use of forced labor in rehab centers and in prisons.   

(2)    To the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR): 

a. Refugee status determination should take into consideration the risks faced by those who 
expose modern-day slavery in the Vietnamese government's  labor export program.  
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II. TORTURE AND POLICE BRUTALITY 

Since late 2006 we have observed significant increase in the use of violence and torture by the 
police, both in uniform and plainclothes, which coincided with the government crackdown 
against political dissidents and nonconformist churches.  This crackdown has continued to this 
day.  

In late 2010, at a meeting with US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in Ha Noi, Vietnam’s Prime 
Minister Nguyen Tan Dung requested US assistance in preparing Vietnam to ratify the UN 
Convention Against Torture.  While we applaud the Prime Minister’s expressed intention, we are 
troubled by the on-going widespread use of torture at the police stations, in detention centers, 
and in prisons.  In recent interviews with asylum seekers who fled Vietnam to Thailand and 
Malaysia, I have collected vivid details on the use of torture against political dissidents, people 
of faith, Montagnards, Hmong, Khmer Krom, bloggers, artists…  Forms of torture include:  

- Lining up the victim against the wall and beating him in the chest, sides and legs. 
- Handcuffing the victim to the upper rim of the window, causing him to stand on his toes,  

while beating him with batons and electric rods. 
- Stripping the victim naked and flogging him with a belt. 
- Kicking the victims in the chest, thighs, stomach with military boots. 
- Punching the victim on the head and temples. 
- Locking victim up in solitary confinement in a pitch dark and filthy place. 
- Using a small knife to cut into the victim’s flesh. 
- Hitting the victim’s ankles with a wooden stick. 
- Standing the victim in water and electro-shocking him. 
- Drawing a large amount of blood from the victim. 
- Applying electric shocks to the victim’s private parts. 

Following are sample testimonies from the victims that we have interviewed: 

“The police hung me to the ceiling beam of the investigation room. They stripped me 
naked and took turn to beat me on my chest and my stomach. They then applied electric 
shocks to my vagina until I went unconscious.” Ms. Tran Thi The, September 2011. 

“They took a wooden stick, the size of my arm, and hit me nonstop. They hit me at the 
waist. They took out a pair of metal handcuffs, made me spread out my 10 fingers on the 
table, and smashed them with the handcuffs. Then they told me, ‘We haven't applied to 
you the ways of the [criminal] underworld yet, otherwise in the next 3 days, your 
fingernails will fall off.’ At that moment, I was so much in pain that I passed out.” Ms. 
Phan Thi Nhan, September 2011. 

We have learned that at least in Tay Ninh, the police operates a torture chamber separate from 
the police station.  For example, in the vicinity of the B4 prison in Tay Ninh, there is a torture 
chamber known as BC14.  Victims who are deemed by the prison interrogators as “recalcitrant” 



Statement of Nguyen Dinh Thang    Page 6 of 10 

are sent to BC14 in the dead of the night (usually 1pm – 5pm).  At BC14 there are special torture 
instruments, such as a special chair where the victim is put in, and the tendons behind his knees 
would be crushed between a metal bar and a torturer standing on the victim’s knees.  The 
torturers at BC14 are big, muscular and much more vicious than the prison interrogators.    

We are compiling a report of our recent interviews with survivors of torture.  We have also 
compiled cases of police brutality, which has been on the rise in recent years.  We will gladly 
share both documents with this Subcommittee and our State Department. 

 

Recommendations: 

(1) To the US Government: 
a. The State Department’s annual Human Rights Report on Vietnam should give a focus on 

torture and police brutality.  At the very least DRL should verify the evidence that we 
have already compiled and report it if confirmed.  Furthermore, the State Department 
should ask the officers in charge of human rights issues at our embassies in Thailand and 
Malaysia to interview the witnesses directly – we will help with the arrangements.  

b. As our State Department is engaging the Vietnamese government on issues relating the 
rights of the disabled, the dialogue should include those disabled by torture committed by 
the police. 

 
(2) To the Vietnamese Government:  

a. Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung should immediately issue a decree outlawing torture, 
order the immediate investigation of reported incidents of torture, and prosecute all 
perpetrators.  This step is simple enough that Vietnam does not have to wait for US 
technical or financial assistance.  

 

III. RELIGIOUS PERSECUTION 

Overall, Vietnam’s human rights practices have slid backward since early 1998 – the year that 
practically marked the end of the Renovation era launched by Nguyen Van Linh as Vietnamese 
Communist Party (VCP) Secretary General in 1986 and continued by Vietnam’s Prime Minister 
Vo Van Kiet till late 1997.  The new team, led by VCP Secretary General Le Kha Phieu and 
Prime Minister Phan Van Khai, reversed course.  This reversal was probably prompted by the 
VCP's observation of what had happened to the Communist regimes in the Warsaw Bloc.  There 
was a genuine belief of an international scheme led by the US government to systematically 
undermine the VCP's monopoly on authority.  They dubbed this scheme “peaceful evolution.” 
The reversal manifested itself in a number of key developments: 
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(1) Brutal suppression of the Montagnard Protestant house churches in 2001-2004.  Practically 
all four thousand house churches in the Central Highlands were closed down, some burnt and 
destroyed.  Hundreds of pastors and lay leaders were arrested, tortured, sentenced and 
imprisoned.  Many of them remain in prison to this day.  The Vietnamese government views the 
rapid expansion of Protestantism as part of the peaceful evolution and called Protestantism the 
“American religion.”  We have compiled a list of over 300 Montagnard prisoners.  

(2) Faced with the strong international reaction, especially from the United States, which 
designated Vietnam as a country of particular concern (CPC), the Vietnamese government made 
a temporary retreat during the years 2005 - 2006. It promulgated the Ordinance on Belief and 
Religion and registered hundreds of house churches – but only those willing to collaborate with 
the government.  At the same time, the government cultivated sympathizers and appointed them 
to leadership roles in the registered churches.  The Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam 
(UBCV), even though it was still outlawed, was able to do certain charity work.  Taking 
advantage of this lull, many pro-democracy groups emerged, including some that were supported 
and even funded by overseas groups.  The dissidents started using the internet to organize, 
inform, and mobilize the public.  There were some budding efforts to form independent labor 
unions and a growing movement of common citizens demanding social justice – mainly over 
land and anti-corruption issues.  The foreign embassies publicly interacted with members of the 
pro-democracy movement.  On April 8, 2006 a number of the disparate groups came together 
and formed Bloc 8406.  Although a number of political and religious activists were arrested and 
imprisoned during this period, we observed a significant decrease in police brutality and few 
arrests. 

(3) In August 2006, the government started to clamp down on this movement, at first discreetly 
so.  For instance, the police placed key dissidents under surveillance, hindering their coming 
together; there was increased harassment against Christian pastors and UBCV leaders.  This 
relatively discreet approach was probably calculated, since the government was working hard on 
hosting the APEC Summit (Nov 16-19, 2006), earning the Permanent Normal Trade Relations 
status with the US (Dec 12, 2006), and gaining accession to the WTO (Jan 11, 2007).  In my 
opinion, it appears that the VCP truly believes this home-grown movement to be part of the 
international conspiracy to bring about “peaceful evolution”, especially because it sometimes 
received financial and technical support from overseas groups, both Vietnamese and non-
Vietnamese. 

(4) In March 2007, with all of the above objectives achieved, the Vietnamese authorities 
launched a mass crackdown, the most brutal one since the mid-1980s, against all actors deemed 
to be seeds of dissension and of challenge to the VCP's monopoly on power.  The government 
targeted the Khmer Krom in the South, Montagnards in the Central Highlands, Hmong in the 
Northwest Mountainous Region, members of UBCV, the Hoa Hao Buddhists, and elements of 
the Catholic Church.  Bloc 8406 members and bloggers were arrested.  We have compiled a list 
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of over a hundred political and religious activists who were arrested and imprisoned; others went 
into hiding; some managed to flee the country. 

Probably to pre-empt criticism from the international community, the charges were often non-
political or non-religious, such as “resisting on-duty officials” or “causing public disorder”, 
although in some cases the dissidents were charged with overtly political crimes such as 
“injuring the national unity” or “propaganda against the state.”  There were also many incidents 
of arrest and detention without charges.  The leadership of the pro-democracy movement was 
decimated.  We have documented the return of police brutality and the pervasive use of torture at 
the police stations, at detention centers, and in prisons.  

(5) In April 2007, the government indefinitely suspended its review of registration applications 
submitted by Hmong house churches in the Northwest Mountainous Region, all affiliated with 
the Evangelical Church of Vietnam North (ECVN-North).  The governments in the three 
Northern provinces of Son Lai, Lai Chau and Dien Bien have been most ruthless in pursuing 
their policies to root out Christianity.  There is practically not a single Christian church in these 
three provinces.  We have obtained reports, from the victims or from eye-witnesses, of the 
following measures targeting the Hmong Christians: 

- Arrests and detention of men, resulting in Hmong villages with few male adults 
- Public transportation denied to Hmong Christians to block them from attending 

mass in near-by towns 
- Prohibiting clergy members from visiting Hmong villages 
- Confiscation of farm land 
- Destruction of homes 
- Forced renunciation of their faith  
- Forced abortion 

Some Hmong had to leave their villages and migrate to other areas, including in the South.  Even 
so, they continued to be targeted by the local authorities with arbitrary confiscation of farm land, 
disruption of religious activities, pressure to renounce their faith, and different forms of 
discrimination.  This policy apparently did not come from the local authorities but from the 
central government.  In a leaked document issued in 2007 (TL2007), the Central Bureau of 
Religious Affairs called for “resolutely overcom[ing] the abnormal and spontaneous growth of 
Protestantism” and “propagandiz[ing] and mobiliz[ing] the people to safeguard and promote 
good traditional beliefs of ethnic minorities” (page 32, TL2007) – a euphemism for forced 
renunciation of their Christian faith.   

(6) The implementation of this policy has led to the mass demonstration of Hmong Christians in 
Muong Nhe, Dien Bien Province, in May 2011.  The immediate cause of this demonstration was 
the government’s destruction of an entire Hmong village.  On January 28, 2011, the government 
sent military troops with order to raze all the homes and confiscate all the farm land in the 
Hmong village of Xa Na Khua, Ban Nam Nhu, Huyen Muong Nhe, Dien Bien Province.  The 
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village is home to over a hundred households, all Protestant.  The authorities told the villagers 
that Protestantism was an American religion and since they refused to renounce their faith, they 
had no place in Vietnam:  “You should go to America to till America’s land and follow 
America’s religion.” The villagers decided to hold a demonstration to ask for an end to religious 
persecution and the confiscation of their homes and land.  Words got out to Hmong populations 
living in other provinces, where they too suffered severe forms of religious persecution, 
including forced renunciation and confiscation of land.  On May 1, 2011 thousands of Hmong, 
including men, women and children, gathered in a location near Huoi Khon Village in Muong 
Nhe, some coming from as far as Dak Lak and Binh Phuoc in the South.  On May 5, hundreds of 
troops from the military and the mobile police encircled the demonstrators. The troops, carrying 
batons, electric rods and guns, suddenly attacked and beat up the demonstrators.  According to 
eye-witnesses, many were killed.  We have compiled a partial list of people killed, with 
confirmation from relatives or eye-witnesses.  

The government arrested many demonstrators and taken them into custody. Those who escaped 
arrest were tracked down by the police.  Reportedly hundreds of demonstrators hid themselves in 
the jungle.  Many have since been captured while a number successfully made it to Thailand 
after months of trekking through Laos.  Van Xin No, a resident of Ban Bong Phong, Xa Cu Pui, 
Huyen Kalabon, Dak Lak Province who participated in the May demonstration, was reportedly 
shot dead on December 12, 2011 when he ran away as the police was about to arrest him.  
Enclosed is a list of Hmong arrested and detained with confirmation from their relatives.  

Independent religious organizations were targeted for particularly harsh treatment because they 
are correctly perceived as the most important focuses of moral authority and popular devotion 
outside the State and the Party, and therefore the only entities in Vietnam with the potential to 
organize the public to challenge the monopoly on power of the VCP.  The government has made 
use of a wide range of repressive techniques: confiscation of church properties, forcing out 
nonconformist religious and lay leaders and replacing them with government sympathizers, using 
thugs to beat up religious and lay leaders, staging traffic accidents, threatening the livelihood of 
active church members, using school administrations to curb or prohibit students from engaging 
in religious activities, cutting off their phones, discrediting them in the government-controlled 
media, punishing a few key individuals to teach a lesson to others.  There is a consistent pattern 
of the use of these techniques throughout the country in recent years. 

Regardless of such aggravating human rights abuses in Vietnam, the UNHCR has routinely 
denied refugee status to Montagnards seeking refugee protection in Thailand.  The UNHCR in 
Thailand has even denied many Montagnards the right to register for refugee protection, 
essentially excluding them from the 1951 UN Convention on the Status of Refugees.  The 
UNHCR has apparently relied on erroneous information to the effect that only “high profile” 
Montagnards face a risk of persecution.  In recent months three Montagnard asylum seekers, 
including two whose applications had been denied by UNHCR in Bangkok, have been arrested 
upon their return to Viet Nam.  Government-run news services have proudly reported the arrests 
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of these “reactionaries” and have accused them of consorting with anti-government 
organizations.  Another UNHCR-rejected asylum seeker, a member of the Khmer Krom ethnic 
minority who face persecution similar to that inflicted on Montagnards, was arrested a few hours 
after returning to Viet Nam and has been convicted and sentenced for having organized peaceful 
demonstrations prior to his departure in 2008.  

 

Recommendations: 

(1) To the US Government: 
a. The Administration should re-designate Vietnam as a Country of Particular Concern.    
b. Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for Viet Nam should accurately reflect the 

continuing and severe repression of politically and religiously active Montagnards and 
Hmong; DRL should conduct interviews with Montagnard and Hmong aslyum applicants 
and refugees both in Southeast Asia and in the United States to supplement its inadequate 
information on the human rights situation in the Central Highlands.  

c. DRL should verify the list of Montagnard prisoners compiled by human rights 
organizations and include its findings in the State Department’s Human Rights Report. In 
some cases we have even provided the contact information of the prisoner’s family 
members.  

d. The State Department’s Office of International Religious Freedom should verify the 
status of the registration of 671 Hmong House Churches that we have compiled and 
report its findings in its annual report on international religious freedom. 

 

(2) To the UNHCR: 
a. UNHCR should allow all Montagnard asylum seekers to register for protection, and 

should discard its “high-profile” standard and recognize refugee status on a case-by-case 
basis to Montagnard applicants who have come to the attention of the authorities, or who 
are likely to do so, because of their political and/or religious activism, even if these 
applicants are not currently well-known outside their local areas. 
 

In conclusion, I would like to thank the Subcommittee again for the opportunity to bring to light 
gross human rights violations that have become more brutal and more widespread in recent years 
in Vietnam.  I would like to reiterate my strong support for the Vietnam Human Rights Act and 
other legislative efforts to stop the Vietnamese government’s escalation of its exploitation, 
oppression and violence against its own citizens.  

 

 


