Peace Corps Viét Nam: dau hiéu quan hé Viét - My tang toc
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Pé nh4t Phu nhan Michelle Obama néi chuyén véi céac tinh nguyén vién ctia US Peace Corps
tai Siem Reap, Cambodia ngay 21 thang Ba 2015 khi dén nwédc nay van déng cho sang kién

Let Girls Learn cta chinh quyén Obama. Anh tai liéu cta Nicolas Axelrod/Getty Images.

Sau 17 nam dam phan gilra hai nwédc va sau khi khai trong van phong dai dién tai Ha Noi
dwéi sw chirng kién ctia Pho Téng thdng Kamala Harris vao cudi thang truwéc, Poan Hoa Binh
MYy (US Peace Corps) da bat dau hoat dong tai Viét Nam, mét dau hiéu cho thiy quan hé
Viét-My dang dwoc day manh.

Peace Corps la gi?

Puoc coi la “céng cu” thuc hién sirc manh mém (soft power) ctia Hoa Ky, Peace Corps duwa
cac tinh nguyén vién ngudi My dén cac qubc gia kém phat trién hon lam cac céng viéc nhan
dao nhw giang day tiéng Anh, chdm séc strc khde va phd bién kién thirc vé vé sinh phong
dich. Peace Corps dugc thanh 1ap ndm 1961 dwdi thdi Téng théng John F. Kennedy, vao thoi
cao diém ctia Chién tranh Lanh, véi muc dich vun trong thién cdm cta cac dan toc dbi voi

van héa phuwong Tay.



K& tir khi thanh 1ap, Peace Corps da dwa hon 241,000 tinh nguyén vién — hau hét 1a nir véi do
tudi trung binh 12 27 tudi — dén khoang 143 qudc gia. Chau Phi la noi nhan dwoc nhiéu tinh
nguyén vién Peace Corps nhét v&i 45% téng sb, trong khi chi cé6 khoang 13% phuc vu &
Chau A. Hau hét cac dw an tap trung vao linh vuc gido duc, y té va phat trién thanh thiéu

nién.

Ngan sach hoat ddng ctia Peace Corps do Quéc hdi Hoa Ky tai tro. Theo béo céo tai chinh
cua Peace Corps, nam ngoéi co’ quan nay nhan dwoc $410.5 triéu, cong thém $88 triéu duoc
chi cho viéc dwa cac tinh nguyén vién, thwc tap sinh va cac nhan vién khac tré vé nha trong
bdi canh dai dich bung phat & nhitng nwé'c ma Peace Corps hoat ddng. Ngan sach cla
Peace Corps chiém khoang 1% ngan sach hoat déng déi ngoai clia Hoa Ky, theo trang web
cla td chirc. Ngoai ngan sach duoc cap, Peace Corps ciing nhan cac khodn déng gép tir

cbng chung.

Tai BDong Nam A, chwong trinh thién nguyén nay da hién dién tai Cambodia, Indonesia, Thai
Lan, Myanmar, Philippines trong nhiéu nam nhwng chwa tirng cé mat & Viét Nam. Sy hién
dién ctia Peace Corps & Trung Qudc da bi chdm dirt vao mua hé ndm ngodi sau 26 nam hoat
déng, trong bbi cadnh xung dét My-Trung vé thwong mai, céng nghé va quyén tw do dan s

ngay cang gia tang.

Hoi thang Tw, 11 cwu giam déc cla co quan nay da gl thuw cho Téng théng My Joe Biden
kéu goi chinh quyén tang s lwong tinh nguyén vién cta Peace Corps 18n 15,000 ngui trong
vong 10 nam t&i va nang ngan sach hang nam Ién $600 triéu vao nam 2025. “Viéc khéng co
tinh nguyén vién nao cua Peace Corps phuc vu & nwéc ngoai trong thdi dai dich da gay thiét
hai khéng ké xiét déi véi hinh anh ciia Hoa Ky & nuwéc ngoai”. Viéc Peace Corps rut khi

Trung Quéc hoi thang Bay ndm ngoai cling cét dirt mot kénh dbi thoai Trung — My quan trong.
Cau ndi My- Viét

Theo nha bao Sen Nguyen trén bao The South China Morning Post, sy kién Peace Corps rut

ra khdi Trung Quéc nhwng lai bat dau hoat dong & Viét Nam — du kha mudn mang - dwoc cac



chuyén gia giai thich bang tinh trang thiéu tin cay cta chinh quyén Viét Nam dbi véi cac t6
chirc xa héi dan sy cia My va phwong hwéng van dong khac nhau cta quan hé My-Trung,
My-Viét,

Khi dwoc héi tai sao phai mat 17 ndm dam phan méi thanh 1ap dwoc Peace Corps Viét Nam,
ba Kate Becker, Giam dbc qudc gia Viét Nam clia chwong trinh, cho biét véi “lich st phirc
tap” gitra My va Viét Nam, viéc thiét |ap long tin khéng phai 1a mot qua trinh don gian. “Xay
dwng sw hiéu biét v& nén van hoa clia nhau va cung sbng hang ngay véi nhau nhw mét ngudi
hang xém, ddng nghiép va ban bé, dung bira cung nhau... la khéng don gian. Két ndi con

nguoi véi con ngudi trong sw phuc vu 1a ban chat ciia Peace Corps,” ba noi.

Mac du nhin chung dwoc yéu thich, to 1au Peace Corps da phai dbi mat véi nhirng méi nghi
ng® rang ho 1a binh phong cho céc co quan tinh bao Hoa Ky, 1a mét phan mé rong cla cai

dwoc goi la “phlrc cdm ctru tinh ctia ngudi da trang”.

Tién sf Pham Quang Minh, nguyén hiéu trwdng Dai hoc Khoa hoc Xa hdi va Nhan van Ha Néi,
cho biét tw duy Chién tranh Lanh va lo ngai vé anh hwéng ctia van héa My cé thé giai thich
phan nao sw do dy ctia chinh quyén Viét Nam trong viéc cip gidy phép hoat déng cho Peace
Corps. “Ciing c6 thé do chinh quyén lo ngai vé Trung Quéc vi chac chan Trung Qudc khéng
mudn Viét Nam than véi My. Viét Nam du khéng thich, tham chi phan dbi Trung Quéc, nhung
cling khédng dam bdc 16 diéu dé mét cach céng khai”, dng Minh, mét chuyén gia vé chinh

sach dbi ngoai cta Viét Nam, nhan dinh.

Ba Hoang Thi Ha, thanh vién cta Trung tam Nghién ciru ASEAN thudc Vién ISEAS-Yusof
Ishak & Singapore, nhin nhan van dé theo huwéng khac: “Diéu thu vi can lwu y 14 trong khi sw
canh tranh My-Trung dang dién ra manh mé hon vé y thirc hé, thi quan hé Viét-My van tiép
tuc xu hwéng di Ién bat ké khac biét vé y thirc hé”, ba Ha néi va nhan xét thém rang “Néu cé
thé, sy kién nay cho thay quan hé My-Trung va quan hé My-Viét trong nhirng nam sép t&i sé
dién ra theo nhirng quy dao khac nhau”. Ba Ha cho rang, viéc mé& van phong Peace Corps tai
Ha Noi danh dau s tin twédng 1&n nhau gitra Hoa Ky va Viét Nam dang tang 1&n sau khi hai

nwédc khang dinh tén trong thé ché chinh tri ctia nhau.



C)ng Minh ctia Bai hoc KHXH va NV Ha Noi néi thém, sw hién dién ciia Peace Corps Viét Nam
la mét buwéc nang cdp mang tinh biéu twong cla quan hé Viét - My — méc du hai bén chua
chinh thirc 14 “dbi tac chién lvgc”. “N6 cho thay mbi quan hé gitra hai qudc gia da dwoc nang
lén mot tAm cao méi vi trwéc day Peace Corps dwoc coi la mot* cong cu dé qudc ’, mot td
chirc tinh bao cta CIA... Peace Corps sé la cau néi gitra hai bén: 1am cho Viét Nam hiéu My

hon va My ciing hiéu Viét Nam hon”, dng Minh néi.
Pé phong cu séc van héa

Theo trang web ctia td chirc nay, chwong trinh Peace Corps Vietnam hé tro “wu tién qudc gia
vé trinh dé tiéng Anh cho hoc sinh trung hoc va lwc lwong lao ddng mai, cling nhw ting

cuwdng nang luc gidng day tiéng Anh cla gido vién”.

Tuy nhién, do khéac biét vé van hoa gitra hai nwdc, chwong trinh théng bao véi céac tinh
nguyén vién rang nguwdi Viet Nam “cé thé sé td mo vé cong viéc, sy phat trién ngén ngir va
hda nhap céng déng ctia cac tinh nguyén vién”, quyén riéng tw trén mang trwc tuyén cé thé bi
vi pham vi “chinh pha Viét Nam thwdng xuyén giam sat tat ca cac phwong tién truyén théng

Xa hoi”.

Ong Luis Valadez, giam dbc dao tao cuia Peace Corps Viét Nam, cho biét cac tinh nguyén
vién phai cé dau 6c c&i mé va hiéu biét vé van hoa, vi ho khéng chi cé nhiém vu hda nhap
v&i van hoa dia phwong trong thdi gian phuc vu ma con phai hoat ddng nhw mét cau ndi van

hda khi ho tré lai My.

“Do d6, diéu quan trong |a cac tinh nguyén vién clia ching t6i sé khéng cé thai do ‘chuyén
gia’ hoac nhw thé ho da biét moi thir,” 6ng Valadez néi va cho biét thém rang nhém céng tac
dau tien gdbm khodng 20 tinh nguyén vién sé bat dau lam viéc tai cac trwéng hoc xung quanh
Ha N6i vao nam t&i, thém 20 trworng niva vao ndm 2023. “Cac tinh nguyén vién sé séng voi
cac gia dinh ban x(&r trong cuing cdng déng noi ho lam viéc va sé dwoc yéu cau tiém chiing
COVID-19 day du”, 6ng Valadez noi.



(theo SCMP)
Sai Gon Nho
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The US Peace Corps, a fixture in Asia, is in Vietnam at last — a sign Hanoi-Washington

ties are on the upswing?
Sen Nguyen

Published: 6:00am, 14 Sep, 2021

Seen as competing with China’s Confucius Institutes, the decades-old American aid

programme is finally launching in Vietham after 17 years of negotiations

The Peace Corps’ presence in China was axed last summer after 26 years, amid US-China

conflict over trade, technology, and civil liberties



https://saigonnhonews.com/thoi-su/the-gioi/peace-corps-viet-nam-dau-hieu-quan-he-viet-my-tang-toc/

Peace Corps Thailand volunteers pose for a photograph in 2019. The humanitarian group has
had a presence in Asean member states for years, but never before Vietham. Photo:

Instagram / peacecorps.thailand
When long-time

Vietnam resident Benjamin Herman heard that the Peace Corps was for the first time
recruiting English teachers to help run classes in the Southeast Asian nation, he was

overjoyed.

Volunteering with the US-government-funded programme is something of a tradition in the
39-year-old American’s family, with no fewer than five of his relatives having served as

volunteers in Central and South America, as well as in Europe.

“I love helping people learn and I’m very interested in delving into a cultural world that |
haven’t experienced much in my eight years here,” said Herman, who currently works full-time

as an English teacher at a factory in the southern manufacturing hub of Binh Duong.

Founded in 1961 by US President John F. Kennedy, the Peace Corps - an artefact of the Cold
War that was meant to spread goodwill towards the West — has never before operated in
Vietnam. In contrast, the humanitarian group has had a presence in Asean member states
such as Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar and Thailand for years — with the Philippines hosting

the most US volunteers in all.
North Vietnam was at war with the United States

until the withdrawal of American troops in 1973, followed by the reunification of Vietham two
years later. Today, the two former enemies are close trade partners. The US is Vietham’s
biggest export market and both host thousands of each other’s citizens as students or
residents. Vietham was also a top tourism hotspot for hundreds of thousands of Americans

every year before the Covid-19 pandemic hit.



The launch of Peace Corps Vietnam was announced late last month by US Vice-President

Kamala Harris during her much-publicised visit to Hanoi amid her country’s messy
withdrawal from Afghanistan. It followed the agency’s exit last summer from China after 26

years, amid US-China conflicts over trade, technology, and civil liberties.

“It is intriguing to note that while the US-China rivalry is taking on stronger ideological
overtones, [the] US-Vietham relationship continues its upwards trend regardless of ideology,”

said Hoang Thi Ha, a fellow at the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute’s Asean Studies Centre in

Singapore.

US President John F. Kennedy walks with Sargent Shriver, left, first director of the Peace

Corps. Photo: Reuters/JFK Library Handout

“If anything, this suggests the diverging trajectories of US-China and US-Vietnam relations in
the years ahead,” she said, adding that the opening of a Peace Corps office in Hanoi signified
growing trust between the US and Vietham, anchored in the assurance of respect for each

other’s political systems.

Yet the launch of Peace Corps Vietnam still took 17 years to negotiate. When asked why, Kate
Becker, Vietham country director for the programme, said given the “complicated history”

between the US and Vietnam, establishing trust was not a simple process.



“Building an understanding of each other’s cultures and living day to day as a neighbour,
colleague and friend, taking meals together ... This people-to-people aspect of service is the

essence of the Peace Corps,”’ she said.

Dr Pham Quang Minh, a former dean of the University of Social Sciences and Humanities in
Hanoi, said Cold War thinking and concerns about the influence of American culture could

partly explain Vietnam’s hesitation, if any, in hosting the Peace Corps.

“There may also be concerns about China because China certainly does not want Vietham to
be close with the US, although Vietnam does not like and even opposes China, but also does

not dare to express it openly,” said the foreign-policy specialist.
Minh said he sees the Peace Corps programme as competing with China’s

Confucius Institutes , which aim to increase understanding of Chinese language and culture

and are partially financed by Beijing.

The institutes, widely regarded as a tool for China to promote its image and project soft power
abroad, were first established in 2004 and are now in some 154 countries, many of which host

multiple institutes.

Vietnam, however, has only one: at Hanoi University, which Minh said “almost no one knows

about and its activities do not stand out”.
Culture shock

The Peace Corps’ Vietham programme aims to support the country’s “national priority of
English proficiency for its secondary school students and emerging workforce, as well as
strengthening teachers’ English proficiency and capacity to teach English”, according to its

website.



Prospective recruits have been told that Viethamese officials will “likely be curious about your
work, language development, and community integration” and were warned not to expect

online privacy as “the government of Vietnam routinely monitors all social media”.

Luis Valadez, director of programming and training for Peace Corps Vietnam, said suitable
volunteers would have to be culturally open-minded and understanding, as they would not
only be tasked with integrating into the local culture during their service but be expected to

act as a cultural bridge upon their return to the US.

“Therefore, it is important that our volunteers do not approach any element of their service
with the attitude of being an ‘expert’ or as if they already know everything,” he said, adding
that the first cohort of up to 20 volunteers were expected to begin working in schools around

Hanoi next year, with 20 more slated to start in 2023.

“Volunteers will live in the same communities where they work with local host families and will

be required to be fully vaccinated against Covid-19,” Valadez said.
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Since its inception, more than 241,000 Peace Corps volunteers — mostly female, with an

average age of 27 — have been sent to some 143 nations. Africa has received the most
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volunteers at 45 per cent of the total, while only about 13 per cent have served in Asia. Most

projects focus on education, health and youth development.

The agency received US$410.5 million in funding from Congress last year, its 2020 financial
report said, with another US$88 million spent on bringing volunteers, trainees and other staff
home amid the pandemic. Its budget accounts for around 1 per cent of the US foreign

operations budget, according to its website, and it can also accept donations from the public.
In April, 11 former directors of the agency sent a letter to US President

Joe Biden urging his administration to increase the number of Peace Corps volunteers to

15,000 over the next 10 years and raise its annual budget to US$600 million by 2025.

The absence of any Peace Corps volunteers serving abroad because of the pandemic “does
untold damage to our strong community-based worldwide presence and the United States’

image abroad”, the letter said.

Despite being generally well-liked, the Peace Corps has long had to contend with suspicions
that it is a front for US intelligence agencies, as well as charges that it is merely an extension

of what has been termed the “white saviour complex”.

In April, USA Today published an investigation on female volunteers who had been sexually
assaulted during their service with the Peace Corps, in a further blow to the agency’s

reputation.

However, the launch of Peace Corps Vietnam represents a symbolic upgrade of US-Vietnam
relations, according to foreign-policy specialist Minh — despite the two not yet officially being

“strategic partners”.

“It shows that the relationship between the two countries has been raised to a new level
because before the Peace Corps was considered an ‘imperial tool’, an intelligence

organisation of the CIA,” he said.



“The Peace Corps will be the bridge between the two sides: making Vietham understand the

US better and the US also understand Vietnam better.”
Sen Nguyen

Sen Nguyen is a Vietnamese journalist with a focus on features and analysis. She has covered
everything from Vietnamese domestic affairs, Southeast Asian migrant workers, racial
discrimination in the United States to karaoke culture. She was awarded the Mekong Data
Journalism Fellowship by the Internews' Earth Journalism Network (EJN) and East West
Center in 2021. Her work and broadcast commentary have appeared in Al Jazeera and

Thomson Reuters Foundation.
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