Women in Politics in Vietnam

Participation in politics is a fundamental and milestone right of women that has been stated in the CEDAW and many other international documents. From February 27 to March 10, 2006 the Fiftieth session of the UN Commission on the Status of Women, will focus on women’s participation in decision-making and development.

This special event has been responded by ActionAid Viet Nam with the campaign to promote women’s representation in politics, especially in elected bodies towards the election to National Assembly of Viet Nam to be held in 2007. This write up was prepared to contribute to the report of ActionAid International in this special event. It would be illustrated by a more comprehensive study report on the women’s participation by the end of March. 

The present write-up is jointly prepared by GenComNet and AA Viet Nam. It starts with an overview on the political system of Vietnam country. Part 2 summarized some policies and legislations to advancement of women’s participations in politics. Statistics on women’s participation in leadership and decision-making is presented in part 4. The last section describes several lessons learnt and recommendations.

Part 1.
POLITICAL BACKGROUND

Experiencing different domination of the Chinese feudalism, then French colonialism the Democratic Republic of Viet Nam (DRV) declared its independence on September 2nd 1945. However, the continuous war the French and the USA make the unification of Vietnam true only in 1975. In 1976 the country was fully reunited and renamed the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam.

The Socialist Republic of Viet Nam is a one party state controlled by the Communist Party of Viet Nam. A new Constitution, approved in April 1992, recognizes the Party as the leading force of the state and society, which work in the principle of democratic centralization. The state apparatus consists of the National Assembly (NA), designated as the highest representative body of the people, is the only organ with constitutional and legislative power. The National Assembly decides the basic domestic and foreign policies, the socio-economic tasks, national defense and security issues, the major principles governing the State machinery, the social relations and activities of citizens. Members of the National Assembly are elected every five years by universal and direct suffrage through secret ballot. The eleventh term NA elected in 2002 made fundamental changes. In the area of decentralization, it allocated more power to the National Assembly to make decisions on state budget issues and to local governments to make decisions on local budget matters. 

The Government is the executive organ of the National Assembly, the highest organ of State administration, accountable to the National Assembly, the National Assembly Standing Committee and the country’s President.

Beyond the central government, different tiers of People's Committees (local government) have responsibilities for daily administration at the provincial, city, district, and commune level. The People’s Councils function as representative and local state organs. This synergy is to make decision over the directions and key measures to socio-economic development of the locality and in parallel to supervise the operation of the People’s Committees, the People’s Court, and the People’s Court of investigation

Socio-political organizations, firstly the Father land Front, the Trade Union, the Women’s Union, the Farmer’s Union, and the Youth Union, and others exist to address various interests of the Vietnamese people and to link the people and the Party, bringing the policies of the Party and the Vietnamese Government into social life

In the past, the top priorities in the fights against the invaders somewhat look down the importance of social policies and human development. This tendency was strongly criticized in the 6th Congress of the Communist Party of Vietnam and entered a dramatic innovation. Human factor has turned out central in the socialism development cause, linked the interaction between economic and social development. Respect for and care of human being has become essential fundamental in the development cause, with special favour to disadvantaged people. Human is defined as ‘the objective and engine of development’.

The reform process has also further improved social indicators that have been sustained over the period from 1986 until now. In 2001, Viet Nam ranked 109 out of 173 countries in terms of the Human Development Index (HDI) – well above that which would be expected from its current level of GDP per capita of less than US$400. Its Gender related Development Index (GDI) is ranked at 79 out of 146 countries (UNDP 2001b).

Part 2.
Policies and legislative documents to advancing women’s participations in politics

Gender equality is considered one of the national development goals to 2010. A strong commitment to implementation of CEDAW and Action Plan of Beijing Platform has been demonstrated in the concrete resolutions and policies in advancing gender equality in all strata. 

Since early 1930s, the leading Communist party has pointed ‘Implementation of equal rights for men and women’ as one of the development objectives in the first Party document. A number of orders and resolutions were issued to make way for the improvement of women’s representation in politics. The Resolution No 04 – NG/TW in 1993 of the Central Party stated ‘the target to increase the number of women in the Party at different levels, State organs, management spheres, etc.’ The proceeding of the 2001 Party’s Congress further affirmed the sufficient implementation of gender equality legislation and policies, enhanced training and education programmes for women, formulated favourable mechanism for the better participation of women in leading and management organs.’ In order to promote implementation of the national strategies and the action plan, the Party and Government of Vietnam have issued several Ordinances and other relevant legal documents such as Ordinance No49-CT/TW on ensuring a certain proportion of women in National Assembly and People’s Councils at all levels by General Secretary Board in 1999; Ordinance No31-CT/TW on managing election of People’s Council at all levels for the term 2004 – 2009 by Bureau of Politics on 26th Nov 2003; Decision of No49/QD-TTg on directing criteria and structure of People’s Councils members and nominating women to election of People’s Councils and People’s Committees for the term 2004 – 2009 by Prime Minister. 

Importantly, the national strategy for the advancement of women to 2010 approved by the Prime Minister prescribed Objective 4 toward women’s leadership, i.e. to better the quality and effectiveness of women’s work in all means as a ramp to raise the women’s proportion in leadership of different sectors at different levels.

Part 3.
Statistics on women’s participation in leadership and decision-making

Women in elected bodies:

Women in National Assembly:

       Table 1                    (Unit: %)

	Title
	Term

	
	1992 - 1997
	2002 - 2007

	Deputy
	18.84
	27.31

	Member of Standing Board
	18.18
	22.22

	(Vice) president of National Assembly
	0
	0

	President of functional  Committees 
	25.00
	25

	Vice president of functional Committees 
	11.54
	25


Source: Office of National Assembly, 2003.

Women in People’s Councils:

Table 2  (Unit: %)

	Title
	Provincial level
	District level
	Communal level

	
	1994 - 1999
	2004 - 2009
	1994 - 2004
	2004 - 2009
	1994 - 2004
	2004 – 2009

	Member
	20.40
	23.83
	18.40
	22.94
	16.56
	20.10

	President
	7.60
	1.56
	3.57
	3.92
	3.46
	4.09

	Vice President
	1.90
	26.56
	7.73
	19.64
	5.57
	10.61


Source:
Ministry of Home Affairs, 1997, 2004 and Vietnam’s Women Union, 2005

Women in governance bodies:

At central level: (Unit: %)

	Title
	Term (1989 – 1994)
	Term 1999 – 2004

	Vice President
	16.67
	100

	Minister and relevant
	9.50
	11.29

	Deputy Minister and relevant
	7.00
	12.85

	Head of Department and relevant
	13.30
	12.10

	Deputy Head of Department and relevant
	8.90
	8.10


Source: Ministry of Home Affair, 2003

2.2. At local levels:

	Title
	Provincial level
	District level
	Communal level

	
	1994 - 1999
	2004 - 2009
	1994 - 1999
	1999 - 2004
	1994 - 1999
	1999 – 2004

	President
	1.89
	3.12
	1.80
	3.62
	2.17
	3.42

	Vice President
	11.60
	16.08
	8.05
	14.48
	3.11
	8.84


Comment:

In the past 10 years, proportion of women in positions of leadership and decision-making has been increasing notably in elected bodies. Women make up 27.30% in National Assembly, leading in Asian countries. Women holding presidency positions of functional Committees of National Assembly account for 42%. One of Vice Presidents of Vietnam is a woman. 

Appareling an increase in number, quality of women cadres has been steadily improving. Many women in-charged of leaders and managers has been devoting their expertise and varied professional experience to development process of Vietnam. No matter what positions they hold, women demonstrate their reputation of high responsibility, honesty, straightforwardness, modesty,  democratic management style, persuasive manner, dedicative working style, transparency. 

However, the number of women in leadership and decision-making at multi levels and sectors is not proportional against an increase in quantity and quality of women labor force which makes up 48% nationwide. 

Of those women holding positions of leadership and management, only a few are in charge of key positions while majority are in supporting positions.

Women in The Communist Party:

	Title
	Term

	
	1991 – 1996
	2001- 2006

	Members of Central Executive Committee
	8.21
	8.60

	Members of Provincial Executive Committee
	9.78
	11.32

	Members of District Executive Committee
	10.57
	12.89

	Members of Communal Executive Committee
	10.00
	11.88


Source: Central Board of Personnel, 1995, 2005

Women account for moderate proportion, around 10%, in Party Committees, in which women holding presidency and vice presidency rate below 5%.

Part 4.
Contributions of Women’s Union and NGOs

1. Recent contributions of Vietnam Women’s Union (WU):

WU is a mass organization which broadly mobilizes Vietnamese women, affiliating 4 levels from central to grassroots level. The VWU has obtained many achievements on poverty reduction, improving educational level, reproductive health care and promoting women’s participation to politics in multi levels and sectors.

Consulting the Party in making Ordinance on improving management of women cadres in Doimoi process, specifically Ordinance 37 – CT/TW. The document refers to improving awareness on significance of women’s participation to politics; Training and sourcing women cadres; Increasing rate of women in all levels and sectors and elected bodies; Making policies for facilitating women’s working conditions and encouraging demonstration of women’s capacity.

Recommending the Party and the Government on setting criteria of women’s cadres in the Party Committees, National Assembly, People’s Councils and governance bodies in every office term. 

The Women Unions at local levels have played active role in nominating women to election of the Party Committees, National Assembly, and People’s Councils at all levels and advocating constituencies’ vote for women’s nominees.

In prior to People’s Councils election process, the WU collaborates with some NGOs to organize training courses on acquired skills for women’s nominees to help them winning opportunities. 

The Women Unions at all levels has held many IEC activities aiming to enhance gender awareness in community, extend awareness on women’s roles in leadership and decision-making, highlight case studies of outstanding performance of women in management via public media, strengthening women’s confidence and mobilizing social recognition to women in leadership and decision-making. 

The WUs at all levels has initiated events on annually occasions, for instance, organizing women’s cadres meeting on occasions of International Women’s Day or Establishment of Vietnam WU (20th October), praising achievements of women’s cadres and providing them opportunities of information exchange and experience sharing, networking and cooperating activities toward gender equality.

2. Contributions of NGOs:

Aiming to promote women’s participation to management and decision-making, some Vietnamese NGOs has implemented concrete activities as follows:

2.1. Enhancing awareness on gender and gender equality in politics, economics, and culture and societal for leaders and people at local levels:

Gender sensitization should be a basic knowledge to be transferred to leaders and people (women and men) to change their discriminative behaviors to women especially to women authorities with respect of their political participation.

Some non-governmental organizations have succeeded to:

Compile gender material to communicators and local community;

Organize relevant training courses for local communicators particularly for local leaders with the aim at assisting them to implement active and positive measures in training and improving those local women who are capable to undertake leading agents.

As the matter of fact, gender training courses for local leaders and people which on time organized before the election of local People Committee or Communist Party Committee have resulted to positive effect that women has occupied larger proportion in leading positions.

2.2. Actively supporting training on working skills for women nominees to succeed in the People Committee elections.

NGOs have cooperated with National Committee for Advancement of Women (NCFAW) to compile training materials for People Committee candidates, organize TOTs (training of trainers) for provincial key authorities to hold follow-up training courses for local candidates. The courses have helped the candidates get understanding on People Committee, communication skill, skills on planning and presenting their action plan to local constituencies and answering constituencies’ questions. The training has also aimed at assisting women candidates to be fearless and self-confident before their constituencies.

2.3. Contributing to strengthening leading skills for women authorities in local community.

In order to empower incumbent women officials including cadre of local women’s unions, NGOs have already composed books and lectures on “leading skills” for local authorities and held training courses for women cadres at district and commune level in a sum of provinces. 

The composed books on leading skills have been used by some provincial women’s unions to expand programs on training local women staff. The materials as well as the training have contributed to improving their working quality, helping them to consolidate their leading status, obtaining and sustaining the community’s trust in them.

2.4. Implementing research on women in leading and decision-making process 

2.4.1. Cooperating with National Committee for Advancement of Women (NCFAW to conduct a research on women in leading and decision-making process in Vietnam that towards programming the national strategies and action plan for advancement of Vietnamese women in the period from 2000 to 2010.
2.4.2. Implementing a study on qualitative participation of women authorities in elective agencies.

Gender and Community Development Network (GenComNet) gathering Vietnamese NGOs has carried out a pilot research on “Women in politics” in Vietnam that supported by Actionaid International in Vietnam (AAV). This is one of activities towards the strategy 50/50 concerned by AAV.

Research objectives are:

- To survey the number of women members in People Committee at three levels;

- To find out about members’ working quality shown through their capacity, working skills in line with their function and responsibility;

- To reveal factors which influence both quantitative and quality of members of the People’s Committees;

- To suggest initial measures to increase number of women members as well as their working effectiveness.

Part 5.
Lessons learnt and recommendations

Evidently, in the past 10 years, although the Party, the government and social organizations have made great efforts in advancing gender equality, proportion of women in elected and governance bodies and the Party Committees has seen very small advance. The increase in number of women in the People’s Councils at all levels did not exceed 6%, while it was below 2% for women holding Ministerial level. At the local levels, the increase in number of women holding presidency of People’s Committees was below 2% while that of vice presidency of People’s Committees was between 2% and 6%. Tremendous gaps are to be bridged to achieve the substantive participation of women in politics.

1. Lessons learnt:

1.1.
For Women’s Union and NGOs:

IEC is the key action point. Gender equality and abolishment of gender stereotypes are promoted in a constant and continuous manner. The fact has demonstrated that this issue is more or less poorly addressed in the local level, where IEC activities should be more focused. 

Shortage of political commitment from leaders of the Party and Governance Administration at all levels and sectors. The change should be taken in the whole political system, initiating from the guidance and commitment of the highest institution, the Communist Party. The state and governmental agencies and socio-political organizations needs to work out their own strategy with proper resource allocation, especially the plan of human resources to be thoroughly considered women’s leadership.

Those who are in-charge of personnel at all levels are more or less influenced by gender stereotypes and patriarchy. Patriarchy has brought about power to men and subordination of women as a result they are not neutral in assessing women’s capacity. They lack determination in training and development of women’s cadres and in nominating women to key positions as well. 

While many legislative documents and action plans have already been in place, monitoring and evaluation on implementation of women related policies have been insufficiently paid attention. 

The process of identification, sourcing, support and development of potential women human resources is imperative. Because those potential women are hardly competitive to men, they need special support since early to be well-prepared for the leadership positions. 

Research and studies on the issues are currently inadequate. Theoretical background and illustrative examples are really needed to come up with sound solutions for the relevant stakeholders in the work of advocacy and campaigning. 

1.2.
For women:

Although, in the past few decades, there have been positive changes in social recognition to roles of women at home and in society, perception that power is privilege solely to men still exists. Many women also bear this perception in their mind. Therefore, many of them feel smug about women’s subordinated status, leading to their little self confidence to promote their careers. The perception that women are supporters and sacrifice is prevalent.

Labour division: Traditional gender roles which put high priority to family life has impeded to the women’s participation to politics. Family chores are still mostly burden on women’s shoulders, causing time constraint in studying, enhancing capacity, and limited access to information and social activities.

Women themselves are not active in working in solidarity. Most of the women cadres found difficult and isolated to be actually ‘in the same boat’ with their male colleagues, however, they do not take action in networking with other women. The network of women cadres would help much to strengthen their competency, learn from and support one another. Together they can initiate various movements and drive substantive changes happen in the society. 

2. Recommendations to promote women’s participation in politics:

The Party and the State:

The Party and the State play critical roles in implementation of gender balance in politics. Therefore, there need be stronger commitment by the Party’s system and governance bodies at all levels in implementation of CEDAW and Action Plan of Beijing Platform. For that purpose, the State should shape concrete strategies and measures in promoting women’s participation to leading and decision-making process:

Setting criteria of women proportion in the Party’s system, elected and governance bodies at all levels;

Setting criteria of rate of women proportion is essential under circumstance of the current low rate. However, the set rate should be feasible pertained with active measures as follows:

Strengthening working capacity of women cadres through offering opportunities of training and assessing necessary information.

Sourcing women key staff, especially paying attention to training capable women youths and prioritize them to proper leading positions.

Developing flexible and non-egalitarianism policies to encourage women’s participation to training activities with the aim at improving their working effectiveness and their participation in leading.

Intensifying monitoring and evaluation on implementation of the strategy and action plan for advancement of women.

2.2 Non-governmental organizations (NGOs)

Civil society organizations with their mandates and responsibilities have been able to actively contribute to activities as follow:

Boosting the program of enhancing gender awareness and gender equality in the community with activities of training for local leaders and communicators, organizing local group discussions, communicating relevant contents via local broadcasting station and mass media, distributing communication material to local community.

Enhancing gender awareness and gender equality of local authorities and people will help improve status and abilities of women in social activities. Based on well understanding, they would have positive attitude to support, encourage women’s participation in socio-economic, cultural and political activities of local community. Enhancing gender awareness for women help them find themselves and make efforts of self-learning, self-empowering as well as get self-confidence to undertake their authority.

Contributing to women empowerment through activities of training on knowledge, leading skills, holding workshop on experience sharing amongst women cadres. The activities would help women staff to work more effectively and self-confidently and promote them to further their self-training in order to steadily advance their careers and make more contribution to the society.

Strengthening gender policy advocacy

One of NGOs’ advantages is their direct connections to the local community through their projects targeting to various local groups including and women. Therefore, NGOs should collect, analyze and reflect voices, needs and expectation of women and recommend to representatives of the Party, the government agencies at all levels about training policy for women with the aim at boosting women’s participation in leading and decision making.

In additional, it is imperative to build and expand a network of NGOs on women’s political participation Gender equality in politics is an objective which every country are towards and many local NGOs are actively working to contribute to implement the objective. Gender equality in politics is a long-term advocacy movement, calling on cooperation amongst women’s organizations and NGOs from all of countries.

Launching a regional and global network on women’s political participation will be a good opportunity for NGOs from many countries to gather together, share their relevant information and experiences, and consolidate their belief in furthering effective working. International conferences and forums on women’s political participation will strongly impact on gender policies of states in region and world wide.
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