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1. What is the current government attitude to Catholics in Viet Nam? Are there reports of
ordinary practitioners of Catholicism being harassed by the authorities?

Catholicism is a recognised religion in Vietnam. However, reports indicate that although the
government generally tolerates Catholics, they are suspicious and hostile towards Catholics
who act independently of the Community Party of Vietham (CPV) or are seen to challenge its
authority. A 2009 Reuters article explains that the CPV ‘keeps close tabs on religion and
curtails the activities of adherents when they are deemed to cross into politics’. In its 2011
World Report, Human Rights Watch (HRW), reported that the ‘government bans any
religious activity deemed to oppose “national interests”, harm national unity, cause public
disorder, or “sow divisions™.?

There were mixed reports on the level of state interference in Catholic religious practices.
According to the US Department of State’s (US DOS) International Religious Freedom
Report 2010, the ability of Catholic congregations to worship has ‘generally improved’ and
‘the government allowed registered religious groups to assign new clergy with limited
restrictions’.® It reports that ‘Catholic religious education, on weekends or evenings, is
permitted in most areas and has increased in recent years’.* Conversely, Catholic news
agency Asia News reports that the government continues to interfere in Catholic practices,
noting that the government supports ‘patriotic Catholics’ and urges Catholics to be ‘good
citizens’ by practicing their religion in line with CPV requirements.” Information in a US
Congress Bill to impose sanctions on Vietnam states that ‘Catholics continue to face some
restrictions on selection of clergy, the establishment of seminaries and seminary candidates,
and restrictions on individual cases of travel and church registration’.® The Bill does not
appear to have been enacted.
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Government harassment of Catholics

Several recent reports were located of government harassment of Catholic activists and
practitioners. In July 2011, Minority Rights Group reported that despite some progress, the
government continues to restrict religious freedoms and harass activists and practitioners,
including Catholics.” In September 2011, HRW reported on the government’s recent
‘crackdown’ on religious activists, including prominent Catholic. The report documents
ongoing police monitoring and harassment of prominent Catholic leaders and bloggers, who
have been charged with subversion under Article 79 of the Penal Code.® According to HRW,
these ‘latest arrests demonstrate the Vietnam government’s hostility toward people who seek
to practice their faith freely, outside government constraints’.’

International human rights groups, the US Government and Catholic news agencies have
reported on recent land ownership disputes between the Catholic Church and local
government authorities.'® HRW reported that ‘[m]embers of officially recognized religious
groups, including Roman Catholics,...face harassment, especially church leaders and lay
people attempting to protect church property’.** During early 2010, there were two widely
reported episodes of harassment of Catholic practitioners — one in Con Dau, Danang and
another in Dong Chiem near Hanoi.

In January 2010, Asia News reported that 400 Catholic families were forced out of their
homes to make way for a resort in Danang.'? According to the article, ‘hundreds of plain
clothes police as well as police in riot gear with electric batons and gas masks were deployed
around the parish of Con Dau to protect the demolition work’.** HRW reported that following
this, in May 2010 ‘police violently dispersed villagers conducting a funeral procession and
protest march to a cemetery located on [the] disputed land’.* The report says:

Police used truncheons and electric shock batons to beat people and arrested more
than 60 persons. Most of those arrested were subsequently released, but seven were
charged with opposing law enforcement officers and disturbing public order.
Afterwards one of the villagers, Nguyen Thanh Nam, was interrogated and beaten
by police on several occasions; he died in July from injuries suffered during a
beating by civil defense forces."
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In another high profile incident during January 2010, police removed an illegally erected
cross in Dong Chiem. In response to a protest of several hundred local parishioners that
followed, the police used tear gas to disperse the crowds and ‘beat approximately a dozen
individuals’.* The US DOS 2010 report provides further details on incidents of violence that
followed. According to the report:

Two weeks following the original incident, a Catholic monk affiliated with the
Redemptorist'’ Thai Ha parish in Hanoi was beaten unconscious by police as he
tried to enter the parish near where the cross was demolished. In February a group
of nuns and other Catholics from Ho Chi Minh City making a pilgrimage to the
parish were harassed by police and denied entry. Six Catholic parishioners
involved in the original protest were detained and later released. The government
alleged that the cross had been constructed without permission on land controlled
by the military and was not removed upon request. The government claimed that
no parishioners were injured in the demolition of the cross and that those who were
detained had assaulted police.*®

2. Deleted.

3. Are there reports of Catholic services being held in homes?

Catholic news sources report that in addition to holding services in government sanctioned
churches, Catholics in Vietnam also conduct home services. Information on how authorities
respond to Catholic house churches is mixed, with reports of government tolerance and
harassment both found.

In October 2011, Catholic News India*® published an article on a Vietnamese priest who
worked in remote areas, ‘offering pastoral care to people in their homes’.?® According to the
article, Father Quang visited the Catholic community of Sao, where he ‘baptized four adults,
heard confessions from those who had not had the opportunity to go to confession for years,
held rites for patients and celebrated Mass attended by 50 people in a local family’s home’. %
The article comments that as there is only one church in the district, the priest offered
‘religious rites’ in the homes of local Catholics. One local reported that the priest had
‘celebrated Mass at his house three times>.?? An image that accompanied the article is

provided below:
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Image 1. Father Michael Nguyen Tien Quang holds Mass in a house

A November 2010 article in Asia News refers to Catholic home services in the rural area of
Kon Chro.% According to the article, the Bishop that held the services was threatened with
arrest and ‘all owners of the houses were subsequently arrested and subjected to lengthy
interrogations’.?* Conversely, a 2009 article in the Independent Catholic News reported an
easing of restrictions on Catholic home services. The article notes that in the past priests had
not been allowed to visit local Catholics, ‘who earlier were not allowed even to gather and
pray at each other’s homes’.”> According to the article, one home in Lai Chau was used for
Sunday gatherings and prayer since 2007. Several other home church services are mentioned
in the article:

[Father] Binh traveled [sic] 200 kilometres to Noong Het village in Dien Bien
town. About 200 local Catholics crowded into a house belonging to one of them
for the Mass he celebrated at 9pm.

Francis Xavier Nguyen Ba Huan, the host, said local government authorities had
always banned Christmas celebrations, but this year “they ignored our religious
activities.” Huan said local Catholics also erected a big crib at his house, where
they prayed and sang Christmas hymns the previous night. “We are very happy
to publicly attend Christmas Mass at our village for the first time.” the father of
three remarked. Dien Bien town has around 300 Catholics from families who
moved here.

The following day, [Father] Binh went to Tua Chua district, Lai Chau province,
and celebrated Masses at two Catholic homes for about 100 people. Joseph
Nguyen Van Ha, a member of the Catholic community there, said that since
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December 2007, Father Binh has visited them four times and celebrated six
Masses, including the recent Christmas Masses. Catholics moved to Tua Chua in
the 1980s.

[Father] Binh then journeyed on to Noong Heo village, 220 kilometres from Tua
Chua, and celebrated Mass for 80 people at a Catholic home.?

4. Are there reports of the family members of ex-Communist Party members/union
activists that have not been active since the 1970s, being harassed by the authorities?

No cases of government harassment of the family of long inactive former CPV/union activists
were found. Reports were located of government harassment of the family members of
current religious and political activists. Specifically, cases of police monitoring and
intimidation of the family of activists were found.?” No information was located, however, to
indicate that this treatment extends to the family members of activists that have long been
inactive.

5. Are departure checks conducted to detect those known to the authorities? If yes, do the
authorities interview or prevent departure or take any other action against such people
if they attempt to depart Viet Nam?

Sources indicate that the government conducts departure checks and has detained activists —
including high profile religious figures — from travelling abroad. A 2011 HRW report refers
to a category of people that are not allowed to leave Vietnam:

On July 10, the immigration police at the Ho Chi Minh City airport prevented
Father Pham Trung Thanh, the leader of the Redemptorists in Vietnam, from
leaving the country to attend a religious meeting in Singapore, stating that he
belongs to “the category of those who have not been allowed to leave the country”
(thuoc dien chua duoc xuat canh). The police did not provide any explanation of
why he has been placed in this category. Two days later, immigration police at the
Moc Bai border checkpoint in Tay Ninh prevented another Redemptorist leader,
Father Dinh Huu Thoai, from leaving the country.”®

However, this does not indicate that all people of interest are prevented from leaving
Vietnam. As noted in the same HRW report referred to above, some people of interest have
been allowed to leave the country but have been arrested on return. For example, HRW notes
that in July 2011 the ‘police arrested three Catholic activists at Tan Son Nhat airport in Ho
Chi Minh City as they returned from abroad’.?
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More broadly, the most recent US DOS report on human rights in Vietnam notes that the
‘constitution provides for freedom of movement within the country, foreign travel,
emigration, and repatriation; however, the government imposed some limits on freedom of
movement for certain individuals’.*® According to the report, political dissidents and activists
are subject to travel restrictions.** The US DOS in its International Religious Freedom report
notes that ‘[t]he government allows travel for religious purposes, but religious leaders must
have prior approval to go abroad for religious conferences and training courses’. According
to the report, Catholic leaders are ‘generally able to travel abroad for study and for
conferences’ and ‘regularly travel to the Vatican for consultations’.*
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