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Nhin xung quanh cac dwdng phd cla Viét Nam, ban s& nhan thay dam déng thanh
nién dan méat vao man hinh dién thoai théng minh ctia ho. Nhirng canh nhw vay khéng
khac gi nhitng noi khac, nhung & day, hon béat ky nwéc nao khac, cé nhiéu co hdi cho

ho twong tac trén Facebook.

Hinh minh hoa

Thdng ké dwa Viét Nam vao vi tri th&r bay trén thé gidi véi sb ngudi str dung Facebook,
vOi 64 triéu tai khoan tw gén 93 triéu nguwdi. Tai khu vee DO6ng Nam A, chi c6 Indonesia
va Philippines cé nhiéu ngwdi dung hon. YouTube ciling |a mét kénh tin ttrc phd bién
trong sb rat nhiéu ngwdi dung Internet & Viét Nam. Diéu nay cé nghia la hang chuc
triéu ngudi Viet Nam dang truy cap tin tire va thong tin trwc tuyén ma khong can phai
théng qua cac kénh tin tirc clia nha nwéc, mac du cac bao 1&6n nhw VnExpress va Tubi

Tré c6 phién ban online véi sb lwong doc gia 16n.



Céc cau chuyén gan day da lam ndi bat sy phan chia rd nét gitra cac tin tirc duwoc viét
b&i truyén théng nwéc ngoai va bao chi nha nwéc. Thang 8 vira qua, Trinh Xuan
Thanh, cwu vién chirc chinh phu mudn xin ti nan & Dlrc, bi mat vu Viét Nam bat coc &
trung tam Berlin va dwa tré lai Ha Noi dé chiju t6i tham nhiing. Bao chi nha nwéc da
dwa tin vé cac cdo budc cta Pirc, nhwng nhan manh sw khang dinh ctia Bé Ngoai giao
rang Thanh da tw nguyén quay tré lai. Trong thoi ky tién Facebook, rat it ngudi & Viét
Nam biét rd hon, nhung cac bai bao cé cac chi tiét vé vu bat céc tir The New York

Times va Reuters da dwoc chia sé réng rai trén Facebook.

Nhan thirc dwgc thach thirc clia lubng théng tin nay ddi véi sy thdng tri cta ho, chinh
pht Viét Nam da hanh déng: trong 6 thang qua, nhiéu quan chirc da dé xuat mot sb
bién phap nham han ché cac phwong tién truyén thédng xa hoi. Bé Céng an da dwa ra
dw thao luat An ninh mang vao thang 11 nam ngodi, yéu ciu céac céng ty cédng nghé
nwéc ngoai nhw Facebook va Google phai thiét Iap cac may chu bén trong Viét Nam.
V& mat ly thuyét, yéu cau nay cé thé cho phép chinh phu theo déi tét hon ludng théng
tin trén cac mang nay va theo ddi mét sd ngwdi dung hodc bai ding nhat dinh. Tuy dé
xuat nay da bj bac bd, Google van dang phai dbi mat véi ap lwe cta chinh phi trong
viéc thanh 1ap van phong & nuwédc nay dé ngudi khdng 16 Internet cé thé dap ing tot

hon yéu cau ctia chinh pha s& tai.

B6 trwdng B Thong tin va Truyén théng Trwong Minh Tuén cling bay té sy khdng hai
long khi Facebook khéng loai bé nhirng ndi dung ma chinh phu cho la "ddc hai".
Facebook trd I&i mét thang sau dé bang cach xéa 159 tai khoan chéng chinh phu,
trong khi trong ndm 2017 Google da g& 6.423 trong s6 7,140 video trén YouTube ma

cac phia Viét Nam da coi la doc hai..

C6 |8 hanh ddng nbi bat nhat lién quan dén Internet cda Viét Nam, dwoc Freedom
House phan loai 1a "Khéng tw do" 13 cong khai sw tdn tai ctia Luc lwong 47. Don vi

chién tranh mang c6 10.000 thanh vién dwoc giao nhiém vu chéng lai cac quan diém



"sai trai" trén mang, nhwng nhiém vy va pham vi cu thé cta doéi quan nay khéng rd

rang.

Theo Reuters, Trung twéng Nguyén Trong Nghia, Phé Cha tich Téng cuc Chinh tri

Quan d6i Nhan dan, phat biéu tai mét hdi nghi & thanh phé Hb Chi Minh rang "Trong
méi gi&r, mbi phut, mbi gidy ching ta phai sén sang chién dau chdng lai nhirtng quan
diém sai trai." Cum tr “nhirng quan diém sai [am" 1a mot khai niém kha réng, tir viéc

cd suy cho dan cha t&i viéc chi trich cac chinh sach kinh té ctia chinh pha.

Khéng hiém khi thdy ngwdi dung Facebook hodc Twitter clia Viét Nam céo budc chi
nghia cdng san hodc chinh phu 1a nguyén nhan cutia nhiéu diéu téi té cta dat nuwérc,

viéc phan bién trwc tuyén tré nén khé khan hon.

M6t sb ngudi sir dung Facebook tham chi da bi phat gan day vi nhirng bai viét vo hai,
chang han nhu mét ngudi dan éng tré tudi tuyén bd rang tuyét dang roi tai mét thi tran
chwa tirng c6 tuyét, bao gie» hodc mdt chi clra hang dién thoai so sanh trang tri céng
cdng & mdt thanh phéd thudc déng bang séng Clru long v&i dd 16t ctia phu niv. Tin gid
trén Facebook khéng phai la méi dbi véi Viet Nam, nhwng phan trng manh mé cla

chinh quyén la hién hiu.

Tét ca nhirng hanh doéng nay déu dwoc dang tai rong rai trén bao chi tiéng Anh va

tiéng Viét, nhuwng phan &ng clia ngwdi dan twong déi im im.
Nguwdi dung hang ngay

"Téi khéng thwe sy lo 1dng vé nd," Diep Nguyen, ngwdi da diéu hanh kinh doanh tai
thanh phé H6 Chi Minh thédng qua ca Facebook va Instagram. "Téi nghi rang né sé thay
dbi, nhwng chung téi sé tim ra cach nao dé. Vao nhiéu thdi diém rat nhay cadm khi

Facebook va Instagram bj chan, ban luén c6 thé sir dung VPN."



Viét Nam da chirng t6 ca kha nang va sw sén sang dé dong cac phwong tién truyén
théng x& hoéi. Sau tham hoa méi trwdng nghiém trong lién quan dén céng ty Formosa
Plastics & b& bién Bac mién Trung vao thang 4 nam 2016, ngw nghiép & moét sb tinh
nghéo ven bién bi &nh hwéng ndng né khi nha may thép clia Pai Loan xa thai ra bién.
Ngudi biéu tinh da xubng dwdng khdp ca nwéc. Ban dau, chinh pht da 1am ngo nhiéu
cudc biéu tinh nhwng rdi dan ap khi ngwdi biéu tinh quay sang chi trich l1anh dao cua

dat nwoc.

Facebook, YouTube va Instagram lién tiép bi chdn trong mét sd ngay cudi tuan, trir
Twitter, mang khéng dwgc st dung rong rai b&i nguwoi Viet Nam. Mot khi cac cudc
phan khang két thuc, viéc truy cap vao tat ca cac trang truyén théng xa hoi tré lai binh

thwdng. Pay 1a 1an dau tién nhiéu mang xa héi da bi chdn hoan toan cung mét luc.
Tuy nhién, da qua mudn dé Viét Nam chan mang xa hoi.

Zachary Abuza, gido su tai Pai hoc Quéc gia vé Chién tranh & Washington D.C., nguoi
chuyén vé cac van dé an ninh chinh tri va an ninh & Dong Nam A, néi: "Nhiéu nguoi
Viét Nam l4y tin tirc cla ho tir Internet ma chinh pha khéng thé kiém soat dwoc. "Ho
biét rang néu ho chan hoan toan va tao ra mét mang Internet khép kin nhw Trung Quéc

thi moi ngwoi sé phan (rng manh."

Zalo, mdt r’ng dung nhan tin tw nhan, 1a nén tdng phwong tién truyén théng xa hoi duy
nhat dwoc tao ra & Viét Nam, thu hdt dwoc kha 1én lwgng ngwdi str dung, nhwng van
con thap so v&i cac dbi tha tr My. "Viét Nam co Zalo, nhung t6i khéng st dung né
nhiéu," Nguyén néi. "Téi nghi rang dé 1a vi né 1a mang cuc bd, nhu mét ban sao cla

WeChat, va chi c6 ngu¢i Viét Nam st dung nd."

Nhirng nguoi hoat ddng trwc tuyén



Cudc chién ky thuat s6 manh nhat trong ndm nay c6 thé 1a gitra chinh pht Viét Nam va
cac nha hoat déng xa hoi str dung Facebook va cac nén tdng khac dé dwa ra cac van

dé nhuw tham nhiing va suy thoai méi truwéng.

Péi v&i cac nha hoat ddng nhw Phong (tén da dwoc thay dbi dé bao dam an ninh), sw
tiép can nay 1a chia khéa, va éng ciing tin rang da qua tré dé Viét Nam c6 thé chbng lai

tw do Internet.

"Téi khéng lo lang vé diéu do," anh khang dinh. "Cau chuyén dé da xay ra & Trung
Qubc mét thdi gian dai trwdc day, va chinh phid cdia ho ... manh hon va ho ¢é tdm nhin
xa hon chinh pht cta Viét Nam. Khi ho nhin thay ho khéng thé kiém soat duoc
Facebook, ho da xay dwng nén tang Weibo ... va ho budc ngudi dan cia ho chi st

dung nén tang do."

Viét Nam da cb gang dé mé phéng mé hinh Trung Quéc, han ché mét phan Facebook
khi vAn con kha mai cho Viét Nam - véi hy vong tao ra nén tang ban dia thay thé cua
riéng minh. "Ho da thyc hién né trong ndm 2008 hodc 2009, cb géng tao ra mot sw
phién ban ndi dia ctia Facebook nhuwng dé 1a mét that bai thdm hai", Abuza giai thich.
"Chinh pha dau tw hang chuc triéu d6 la va khéng phai ai cling st dung né b&i vi moi

nguoi déu biét tai sao chinh pha lai lam diéu d6."

Sau thét bai nay, chinh pha Viét Nam chi c6 thé ngdi quan séat khi s nguwdi st dung
Facebook trong nwéc bung nd. "Tw thoi diém do, t6i ludn biét rang ho khdng thé lam
b4t ctr diéu gi dé ngan chan né nira", Phong néi. Facebook nhanh chéng tré thanh
trang web mac dinh cho moi thi ti gilr lién lac véi cha me cda ban, mua sdm va theo

ddi nhirng tin tirc m&i nhat tir BBC.

Phong ké lai nhitng tuan I& sau thdm hoa Formosa nam 2016. "D6 1a moét thoi diém
xau dbi v&i téi, ban bé va gia dinh t6i", anh ndi. "Ho da chan [Facebook va Instagram]
vi thdm hoa dé, nhwng né &nh hwéng dén cudc sbng. Thé gidi clia chiing t6i da bi

doéng cwra. "



Ho khéng thé ngdn ngudi khac tim théng tin, vi d6 la sw that

Nhiéu ngudi, anh giai thich, khéng tham gia vao viéc biéu tinh, nhwng viéc truy cap

Internet ctia ho da bi chan. Sw that vong da duoc bay té trong cac twong tac ca nhan,

—

va thue té 1a sy gian doan da dwoc gidi han vao cudi tuan goi y rang chinh pha da bié
dwoc nguwdi dan kho chiu nhw thé nao néu truy cap da bj chan trong mét thdi gian dai

hon.

"T6i va nhiéu ngwdi ban cda téi, nhirng nguwdi thwe sw quan tdm dén thdm hoa méi
trwdng, c6 thé 1am dwoc diéu duy nhét IGc dé 1a ndi vé nd", Phong néi thém. "Ching
t6i mudn ndi vé né va chia sé y kién clia ching téi, ching t6i mudn chinh pht lang

nghe nhirng nguoi tré tudi."

Phong d4 bj bat trong mot cudc biéu tinh sau thdm hoa va bj giam gitr véi hang tram
nguoi khac trong tam gior ddng ho trwde khi canh sat dia phwong dwa anh vé. Anh da
bi thAm van thém hai gi®&’ niva, va cubi cung bi dwa vé nha. Trang Facebook cta anh
van bi theo di, 6ng ndi, va anh da nhan dwoc tin nh&n van ban tlr canh sat yéu ciu

éng loai bd moét sb bai viét nhat dinh.

Nhwng ngay cé khi anh tuan tha cac yéu cau cla coéng an, tin térc van dwoc dwa trén
bao qudc té. "Ho khéng thé ngdn cadn moi nguwdi tiép can théng tin vi dé la sw that,"

anh noi.
Chién trwdng vé mang xa hodi da mé

Théi gian nay 1a cudc chién gitra sy phd bién clia cac phuong tién truyén théng xa hoi

va mong mudn clia chinh pha Viét Nam dé kiém soat chang.

Abuza néi: "Cé |& ban sé thay chinh pht cb gang bat budc Facebook mé cac van
phong va trung tdm nghién ciru & Viét Nam. Diéu nay sé lam cho ho dé bj tén thwong

nhiéu hon vé mét hinh sw. "Trung Qubc da choi trd choi nay véi tat ca cac cong ty



Internet trong nhiéu n&m, va gan day Indonesia da budc Telegram mé van phong & dé

dé chinh phi c6 céng cu trivtng phat néu ho khéng tuan tha luat phap dia phwong.”

Trong khi nhirng ngudi Viét tré dwoc phdng van trong cau chuyén nay lac quan rang
ho s& khéng mét Facebook, lanh dao bao tha cla Viét Nam da ciing cb quyén luc
théng qua mét cudc thanh trivng ndi bd tan bao dang dién ra dwéi ngon c& chdng

tham nhiing.

Sé lwong ngudi sir dung phwong tién truyén théng xa hoi hién nay & Viét Nam da lén
dén dinh diém, nhwng nam 2018 sé& |a mét thoi diém rat quan trong trong lich st ky

thuat sb clia dat nwéc.
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Look around the streets of Vietnam, and you’ll notice crowds of young people glued to
their smartphone screens. Such scenes are no different from elsewhere, but here, more
than in almost any other country, there’s a good chance they’re interacting on

Facebook.

Statistics put Vietnam in seventh place for its number of Facebook users, with 64
million accounts out of a population of nearly 93 million. In Southeast Asia, only
Indonesia and the Philippines have more users. YouTube is also hugely popular among

Vietnamese internet users. This means tens of millions of Viethamese are accessing



news and information online without having to go through state-backed news outlets,

though major newspapers such as VnExpress and Tuoi Tre have large online followings.

Recent stories have highlighted the stark divide between news reported by foreign
publications and the state press. Last August Trinh Xuan Thanh, a former government
official seeking asylum in Germany, was kidnapped by Viethamese agents in central
Berlin and ferreted back to Hanoi to stand trial for corruption. State newspapers
reported Germany'’s allegations, but stressed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ assertions
that Thanh had voluntarily turned himself in. In the pre-Facebook era, few in Vietnam
would have known better, but articles featuring detailed accounts of the kidnapping
from publications such as The New York Times and Reuters were widely shared on

Facebook.

Aware of this challenge to their domination over the flow of information, Vietham’s
government has taken action: over the past six months officials have ramped up both
their rhetoric and proposed actions against social media. The Ministry of Public
Security introduced draft legislation in November which would require foreign tech
companies such as Facebook and Google to set up servers inside Vietham. This would
have theoretically allowed the government to better monitor the flow of information
across these networks and track certain users or posts. The proposal was recently
dropped, but Google, in particular, is still facing official pressure to establish an office in
the country so that the internet giant can better respond to requests from the

government.

This phrase—"wrong views” —covers a broad range of discussion topics, from

advocating for democracy to criticising economic policies

Truong Minh Tuan, the Minister of Information and Communications, has also voiced
his displeasure with Facebook’s alleged failure to remove content which the

government considers “toxic”. Facebook responded a month later by deleting 159



anti-government accounts, while throughout 2017 Google removed 6,423 of the 7,140

videos that Vietnamese officials had flagged on YouTube.

Perhaps the most striking move regarding Vietnam’s internet, which is classified by
Freedom House as “Not Free”, was the December revelation of Force 47. This
10,000-member cyber warfare unit has been tasked with countering “wrong” views

online, but their exact mandate and scope is unclear.

According to Reuters, Lieutenant General Nguyen Trong Nghia, deputy head of the
military’s political department, told a conference in Ho Chi Minh City: “In every houir,
minute, and second we must be ready to fight proactively against the wrong views.”
This phrase—"wrong views” —covers a broad range of discussion topics, from

advocating for democracy to criticising economic policies.
Facebook hoaxes are not new to Vietham, but strident official reactions to them are

It’s not uncommon to see Vietnamese Facebook or Twitter users blame communism or
the government for the country’s maladies, but this harder line on social media could

change that.

Some Facebook users have even been punished recently for harmless posts, such as a
young man who claimed it was snowing in a town that never sees snow, or a phone
shop owner who compared holiday decorations in a Mekong Delta city to women’s
underwear. Facebook hoaxes are not new to Vietnam, but strident official reactions to

them are.

All of these actions received extensive coverage in Vietham’s English- and
Vietnamese-language press, but the reaction of the populace has been relatively

muted.

Everyday users



“| don’t really worry about it,” says Diep Nguyen, who has run businesses in Ho Chi
Minh City through both Facebook and Instagram. “I think it will change, but we will find
a way. Sometimes when it’s a very sensitive time and Facebook and Instagram are

blocked, you can always use a VPN.”

Vietnam has demonstrated both its capability and willingness to shut down social
media. Following an enormous environmental disaster involving the Taiwanese
company Formosa Plastics on the north-central coast in April 2016 —several poor
coastal provinces were devastated by a steel mill chemical release which wiped out
fish stocks —protestors took to the streets around the country. The government allowed

the demonstrations at first, but cracked down once anger turned towards the country’s

leadership.

People glued to their smartphones in a park in Hanoi. Shutterstock.com

Facebook, YouTube and Instagram were blocked for several successive weekends,
though Twitter, which is not widely used by Viethamese, remained available. Once the
protests ended, access to all social media sites returned to normal. This was the first
time in recent memory that multiple social networks were completely blocked at the

same time.



Thinh Pham, an entrepreneur based in Ho Chi Minh City, sees these actions as a
cautionary tale. “It’s not something I’m thinking about, but | can totally see them doing
it,” he says. “l talked to a couple of people and they brought that [blocking Facebook]

up and said, ‘Oh, there’s no way they could do it,’ but they can.”

But while the government’s actions in mid-2016 demonstrated its ability to block
access to social media platforms like Facebook, it might be too late for them to make

this a permanent policy.

“Many Viethamese get their news from the internet that the government just can’t
control,” says Zachary Abuza, a professor at the National War College in Washington
D.C. who specialises in Southeast Asian political and security issues. “They know that
if they completely cracked down and create a closed internet like China that people

would be on the warpath.”

Zalo, a privately-owned messaging app, is the only social media platform created in
Vietnam that has attracted a respectable user base, but it still pales in comparison to
its American rivals. “Vietnam does have Zalo, but | don’t use it much,” Nguyen says. “I
think it’s because it’s very local, and it’s just a copy of WeChat, and only Viethamese

use it.”
Online activists

The most intense digital battle this year will likely be between the Vietnamese
government and activists who use Facebook and other platforms to shed light on

issues such as corruption and environmental degradation.

For activists like Phong*, this access is key, and he too believes it’s too late for Vietnam

to move against a free internet.



“l don’t worry about that,” he asserts. “The same story happened in China a long time
ago, and their government... is more powerful and they have a longer vision than our
government. When they saw that they could not control Facebook, they built another

one, Weibo... and they forced their residents to use that platform only.”

Vietnam had tried to emulate the Chinese model, partially restricting Facebook —back
when it was still fairly new to Vietham—in the hopes of creating its own alternative
native platform. “They did it back in 2008 or 2009, trying to create an indigenous
alternative to Facebook and it was a dismal failure,” Abuza explains. “The government
invested tens of millions of dollars and not a person used it because everyone knew

why the government did it.”

Following this failure, the Vietham government could only watch as the number of
Facebook users in the country ballooned. “From that time, | always knew that they
cannot do anything to prevent it anymore,” Phong says. Facebook quickly became the
default site for everything from keeping in touch with your parents to shopping and

keeping up with the latest news from the BBC.

He recounts the weeks following the 2016 Formosa disaster. “It was a bad time for me,
my friends and family,” he says. “They did it [blocked Facebook and Instagram]

because of that disaster only, but it affected lives. Our world was closed.”

They cannot prevent people from getting in touch with that data, that information, and

the truth is the truth

Many people, he explains, were simply trying to go about their daily lives and weren’t
involved in any protests, but their access was blocked anyway. Frustrations were
voiced in personal interactions, and the fact that the disruptions were limited to
weekends suggested that the government was aware of how upset people would be if

access was blocked for a longer period.



“To me and many of my friends who really cared about the disaster, at that time the
only thing we could do is talk about it,” Phong adds. “We wanted to talk about it and

share our opinions, we wanted the government to listen to the young people.”

Phong was detained during a protest following the disaster and held with hundreds of
other people for eight hours before his local police collected him. He was questioned
for two more hours, though Phong says he was treated very well, and ultimately sent
back home. His Facebook page is still monitored, he says, and he has received text

messages from the police asking him to remove certain posts.

But even if he complies with the official requests, the news is out there in the
international press. “They cannot prevent people from getting in touch with that data,

that information, and the truth is the truth,” he says.
Battle lines drawn

The stage is set this year for a collision between the popularity of social media and the

Vietnamese government’s desire to reign in what it sees as an unruly public space.

“You’ll probably see the government try to compel Facebook to open up offices and
research centres in Vietham physically, which will give them a little more criminal
vulnerability,” Abuza says. “China has played this game with all of the internet
companies for years, and more recently Indonesia forced Telegram to open up an office
there so that they have some legal skin in the game if they do not comply with

government laws.”

While the young Vietnamese interviewed for this story are optimistic that they won’t
lose Facebook, Vietham’s conservative leadership has consolidated power through a
ruthless ongoing purge carried out under the banner of an anti-corruption drive and

appears supremely confident.



Vietnam’s huge population of internet-savvy social media users has the upper hand for

now, but 2018 is shaping up to be a crucial point in the country’s digital history.



