
• 

• 

• 

VIET·NAM 
INFORMATION NOTES 

OFFICE OF MEDIA SERVICES, BUREAU OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS, DEPARTMENT OF STATE 

NUMBER 1, FEBRUARY 1967 

BASIC DATA ON SOUTH VIET-NAM* 

THE LAND 

Si ze and Location 
The Republic of Viet-Namis a narrow, cres­

cent- shaped strip of land curving along the 
southeastern tip of Asia on the South China 
Sea. Only slightly large r than Florida, the 
country is approximately 800 mi.les long; the 
widest portion measures less than 130 miles 
and the northern border less than 50. To the 
north, across the 17th parallel and directly 
south of China, is Communist-controlled North 
Viet-Nam, called the "Democratic Republic of 
Viet-Nam. 11 To the west of South Viet-Nam 
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lie the Kingdoms of Lao 5 and Cambodia; we st­
ward of those two countries lie Burma and 
Thailand. 

Topography and CI imate, 
South Viet-Nam has several distinctive topo­

graphical regions. The lower third of the coun­
try is dominated by the estuary of the Mekong 
River system. This very fertile area-the 
1l r icebasket" of South Viet-Nam-is flat and 
often marshy. The northern margin of the 
Mekong delta merges with the small delta of 
the Saigon Rive r, on which the capital city 
of Saigon is located. North and northeast of 
Saigon the land rises gradually, progressing 
from tropical rain forest and 11 re d earth" 
plantations to upland fore st and the rugged 
te rrain of the southe rn end of the Annamite 
Mountain chain. This backbone of mountains 
dominates the rest of South Viet-Nam--Iow­
lying, fertile, coastal plains and broad, partly 
cultivable, high plateaus. 

South Viet-Nam' s climate is characterized 
by heavy rainfall (78 inches annually at Saigon; 
115 at Hu~) and high temperatures (annual 
mean temperature is 80

0 
F.). As a result, more 

than five-sixths of the land has a cover of 
rapid-growing, natural vegetation-usually 
dense and hard to penetrate. 

THE PEOPLE 

The population of South Viet-Nam is ap­
proximately 16 million and is increasing at 
the rate of about 2.8 percent annually. Popu­
lation density varies greatly throughout the 
country--from about 13 to 2,000 persons per 
square mile, the highest density in areas 
suitable for rice production. Le s s than 20 
percent of the people live in cities. 

Ethnic Groups 
The ethnic Vietnamese, about 90 percent of 

the population of South Viet-Nam, have a re­
corded history of more than l,OOO years. 
Throughout this long span they have been 
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among the most vigorous people in Asia, 
predominantly as village-dwelling rice cul­
tivators or fishermen. The educated elite 
of South Viet-Nam are almost entirely ethnic 
V ietname se. 

The Vietnamese retain a strong sense of 
national identity despite two periods of Chi­
nese occupation, one of which lasted more 
than 1,000 years. Nonetheless, they are physi­
cally related to the Chinese, and their cul­
ture reveals many Chinese elements. Art 
forms, the Vietnamese language, and the 
profound respect accorded learning, age, and 
ancestry are examples of the Chinese in­
fluence. Vietnamese culture is marked to a 
lesser degree by the classical Indian civili­
zation and by European elements introduced 
during nearly 100 years of French rule. 

There are several ethnic minorities in 
South Viet-Nam, the largest being the Chi­
nese (over 1 million), the mountain-dwellers 
or montagnards (600,000), and the Cambo­
dians (500,000). Smaller minority groups in­
clude Chams, Malays, Indians, and French. 

Religion and Education 
The religion of most of the 16 million South 

Vietnamese is a mixture of Mahayana Bud­
dhism, Taoism, Confucianism, and animistic 
practices such as reverence for village guard­
ian spirits. About 1.5 million are Roman 
Catholics. 

Education, one of the most vital needs of 
the South Vietnamese, is receiving increaSing 
attention, especially in the hamlets. In 1965, 
about 2 million students were enrolled in 
schools through the university level. as com­
pared with 1.3 million in 1960. 

HISTORY 

Pre-19th Century 
Historians believe the Vietnamese people 

originated in the valley of the Yellow River 
in North China, and that they were slowly 
driven southwards by the Han Chinese. By 
the second century B.C. they were a tribal 
people inhabiting the Red River delta in the 
Kingdom of Nam Viet, now North Viet-Name 
In III B.C. this area was incorporated as the 
southernmost Chinese province (Giao Chi, 
later Annam), and Vietnamese events for 
more than a millennium were part of the 
history of imperial China. Throughout this 
period the Vietnamese were in frequent re­
volt, finally achieving independence in 939 A.D. 
They called their new state Dai Co Viet and, 
by paying regular tribute to China, suc­
ceeded in maintaining independence for more 
than 900 years, with the exception of 20 
years of Chinese reoccupation in the early 
1400's. 

LPynastic power struggles during the 17th 
and 18th centurie s divided the North (Tonkin) 

from the South (Cochin) along the 17th paral­
lel. The two regions finally were reunited in 
1788. The country was named Viet-Nam in 
1802~ 

1858-1954: The French Colonial Period 
Between 1858 and 1867 the French estab­

lished control over all of Viet-Nam, Laos, 
and Cambodia, which they administered as 
Indochina. 

In 1114U Japanese troops entered northern 
Viet-Nam; in 1941 they moved into southern 
Viet-Narn and remained until their surrender 
to the Allied Powers in 1945. 

While the French managed to ree stablish 
themselve s in the South, anticolonial ele­
ments led by Communists took control of the 
North. The I1Democratic Republic of Viet­
Nam" was proclaimed in September 1945, 
with a veteran Communist, Ho Chi Minh, as 
its leader. The French recognized the new 
government as a free state within the French 
Union in March 1946, but Viet Minh (Viet­
Nam Independence League) leaders disagreed 
with French interpretation of the pact. War 
broke out in December 1946. 

The French were unable to win the confi­
dence and support of the non-Comm.unist 
nationalists, even after establishing a nomi­
nally independent State of Viet-Nam under 
former emperor Bao Dai in 1948. The Viet 
Minh fought a highly successful guerrilla 
campaign and eventually controlled almost 
all of rural Viet-Name The French military 
disaster at Dien Bien Phu in May 1954 and 
the conference at Geneva, where France signed 
an armistice in July 1954, marked the end of 
the 8-year war and French colonial rule in 
Indochina. 

1954: The Geneva Agreements 
In May 1954 at Geneva, representatives 

of Cambodia, the llDemocratic Republic of 
Viet-Nam,11 France, Laos, Communist China, 
the State of Viet-Nam, the Soviet Union, 
Great Britain, and the United States met to 
discuss the problem of restoring peace in 
Indochina. 

The Geneva agreements, issued in July 1954, 
established a provisional division of Viet-Nam 
approximately at the 17th parallel, called for 
an end to all hostilities, and set up an Inter­
national Control Commission (representatives 
of Canada, India, and Poland) to supervise 
the execution of the agreements. The final 
declaration of the conference called for free 
elections in 1956 to unify the country. 

The State of Viet-Nam objected to the par­
titioning of the country and maintainGd that 
free elections would be unobtainable in the 
Communist North. It was not a signatory to 
the agreements, nor was the United States. 
However, a unilateral U.S. declaration stated 
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that our policy would be to refrain from the 
threat or use of force to disturb the agree­
ments, to view any renewal of the aggres­
sion in violation of the agreements as serious­
ly threatening international peace and security , 
and to continue to seek unity through free 
elections supervised by the United Nations. 

The Assault on South Viet-Nam 
In July 1954 Chief of State Bao Dai ap­

pointed a well-known nationalist, Ngo Dinh 
Diem, as Prime Minister . Diem was faced 
with the prospect of administering a coun­
try whose economy had been ruined by 8 
years of bloody strife and whose political 
life was fragmented by rivalries of religious 
sects and political factions. In the ensuing 9 
years, he was a,ble to consolidate his politi­
cal position, eliminate the private armies of 
the religious sects, and, with substantial 
American aid, build a national army and ad­
ministration and make signiJicant progress 
toward reconstructing the economy. 

The COmInunist leaders in Hanoi, the North1s 
capital, had expected the South to collapse 
and corne under their control. In 1956, when 
they realized that the country instead was 
making rapid 'progress, theybegana deliberate 
campaign to overthrow the Government of 
South Viet-Nam and take power by force. 
First they reactivated the network of Com­
munists who had stayed in the South along 
with hidden stocks of arms. Then they began 
to exploit the growing resentment of the au­
thoritarian methods of the Diem government 
and the age-old shortcomings of Vietnamese 
society such as poverty and land hunger. 
They infiltrated additional cadre s of trained 
guerrillas into the South and began a cam­
paign of terror against officials and villagers 
who refused to support the Communist cause. 
Civilian deaths from assassination and ter­
rorist raids have arrlOunted to tens of thous­
ands since the beginning of the conflict. 

North Vietnamese efforts against South Viet­
name se became pronounced during the next 
few years. In 1960 the Viet Cong (Vietnamese 
Communists) organized the so-called National 
Liberation Front, controlled from Hanoi 
through the Communist Party organization. 
With leaders, supplies, and reinforcements 
from the North, they stepped up their attempt 
to destroy the social, economic, and govern­
mental structure of the South by atrocities, 
terror, and guerrilla warfare. In 1964 Hanoi 
decided that the Viet Cong cadres and their 
supporters we re not suc~eeding quickly enough, 
and ordered regular units of the North Viet­
namese Army into South Viet-Nam. Today, 
infiltration of regular troops into the South 
continues by the thousands each month. 

Under this heavy attack, South Viet-Nam ap­
pealed for help. As a result, military units 
to help in its defense have been sent by the 
United States, South Korea, Australia, New 

Zealand, the Philippines, and, most recently, 
Thailand. 

Some 700,000 South Vietnamese in uniform 
today are supported by almost 400,000 U _S_ 
troops and about 45,000 other free-world 
soldiers. In addition, the United States has 
joined the South Vietnamese in airstrikes 
against military targets in North Viet-Nam 
since early 1965 and, along with 36 other free­
world nations, has furnished substantial eco­
nomic and technical assistance to South Viet­
Nam. 

N o nation faces a greater test than South 
Viet-Nam today. It is striving to develop its 
own popularly approved political institutions, to 
modernize and expand its economy, and to im­
prove the living standards of its people, while 
resisting a large-scale military invasion and a 
terrorist campaign • 

GOVERNMENT 

Chronology of Major Events, 1955-1965 

Oct. 23, 1955--National referendum deposes 
Head of State Bao Dai and chooses Prim .. '! 
Minister Diem as President of Republic of Viet­
Nam. 

Oct . 26, 1956 ...... Promulgation of Constitution 
providing for strong executive, unicameral 
National Assembly, judicial system with safe­
guards for the individual. 

Nov_ 1-4, 1963--Aiter months of Buddhist 
demonstrations and other increasingly active 
opposition to Diem, military coup overthrows 
regime, suspends Constitution, dissolves Na­
tional Assembly. Powers centralized in Mili­
tary Revolutionary Council, which announces 
intention to reinstall civilian leadership as 
soon as possible. 

Nov. 1963-Nov. 1964--Military control of 
government: Gen. Nguyen Khanh figuring prom­
inently, Gen. Duong Van Minhtolesserdegree. 

Nov. 4. 1964--Installation of civilian leader­
ship: Tran Van Huong as Prime Minister, Phan 
Khac Suu as Chief of State. 

Jan. 27-Feb. 16, 1965--Prime Minister 
Huong resigns at request of Armed Forces 
Council;. Prime Minister Phan Huy Quat as­
sumes control; Suu stays on. 

June 11, 1965--Civilian goverrunent, unable 
to resolve constitutional dispute or to deal with 
rising scale of VC operations, asks Armed 
Forces to relieve it of responsibility. 

June 19, 1965--Present Prime Minister, Air 
Vice Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky, assumes con­
trol. 

The Ky Government 
The sovereignty of South Viet-Nam is pro­

Visionally vested in the Congress of the Armed 
Forces. Subordinate to the Congress is the Na­
tional Leadership Committee which is en-

- 3 -



trusted with the exercise of power and direction 
of governmental af£airs~ The Chairman of the 
National Leadership Committee, Lt~ Gen. 
Nguyen Van Thieu, is in effect Chief of State; 
the Secretary-General is Lt. Gen. Pham Xuan 
Chieu. The Chairman of the Central Executive 
Committee~ Air Vice Marshal Nguyen Cao Ky, 
acts as Prime Minister and has authority to 
organize the executive branch of the Govern­
ment and to propose to the Chairman of the 
National Leadership Committee all Cabinet ap­
pointments. 

The Cabinet organized by Ky has 10 minis­
tries--Security, Cultural and Social Affairs, 
Finance and Economy, Plarming and Develop­
ment, Revolutionary Development, War, In­
spection, Justice, Foreign Affairs, and Infor­
mation and Chieu Hoi ("Open Arrnsll--the 
amnesty program). 

On September 11, 1966 , an nationwide elec­
tion for a 117 -member Constituent Assembly 
brought out s ome 4.3 million voters, repre­
senting 80 . 8 percent of the registered elec­
torate and over 55 percent of the estimated 
population of voting age, despite a major Viet 
Cong effort to disrupt the elections. This re­
markable tUrnout contrasts with the VC claim 
to control two-thirds of the population and to be 
the II sole genuine representatives lJ of the Viet­
namese people. The Constituent Assembly, 
which convened on September 27, 1966, has the 
task of preparing a draft constitution within 
6 months. 

ECONOMY 

A prime goal of the Viet Cong has been to 
weaken the economy of South Viet-Nam bydis­
rupting industrial and agricultural develop­
ment, transportation, and commerce. Despite 
thiS, the Government of South Viet-Nam, with 
free .world aSSistance, is mounting a growing 
effort to increase its economic strength. While 
much remains t o be done, significant progress 
is being made. 

Agriculture; Natur~1 Resources; Industry 
The South Vietnamese economy is primarily 

agricultural. More than 80 percent of the total 
population live in rural areas, and the fertile 
land is capable of producing a food supply suffi­
cient for internal needs as well as a surplus 
for export. The GVN is engaged in a compre­
hensive rural construction program (Revolu­
tionary Development), which has among its 

goals increased agricultural productivity and 
eradication of land tenure abuses. 

Floods and Communist interference with 
normal marketing have changed South Viet­
Nam1 s historic role as an exporter of its princi­
pal food and cash crop, rice. In 1963 exports 
reached 340,000 metric tons; in 196 6 more than 
400,000 metric tons were imported. Othe r 
agricultural products include kenaf (similar to 
jute). maize, sugar cane, tobacco, tea, and 
coffee. 

A side from its fertile soil, fish and rubber 
are South Viet-Nam's main natural resources. 
The fish catch, often the only protein supple­
ment to the rice diet, has increasedfrom 165,-
000 tons in 1959 to more than 400,000 tons in 
1966; consequently, fish exports are increas­
ing steadily. And, although the Viet Cong have 
destroyed many rubber plantations, they have 
not been able to prevent South Viet-Nam from 
becoming a significant exporter of rubber. 

Before Viet-Nam was divided, almost all its 
industry was in the North. Today in South Viet­
Nam more than 800 new or rehabilitated fac ­
tories-textile. cement, pharmaceutical, plas­
tic, paint-are employing 75,000 workers and 
contributing one-fourth of the gross national 
product. Because of security and nearne s s to 
markets~ industry is concentrated in the vicini­
ty of Saigon. 

Infl ation 
Budget deficit financing of sharply increased 

defense expenditures, massive spending offor­
eign troops and associated military construc­
tion, Viet Cong interference with the economy. 
and growing labor shortages have triggered 
inflationary pressures. The GVN is currently 
enforcing a difficult stabilization program-­
devaluing its currency, employing budgetary 
restraint, and overhauling its fiscal system. 

Free-World Assi stance 
In fiscal year s 1954-66 the dollar value of 

U.S. e conomic and technical assistance to South 
Viet-Nam was approximately $3 billion. The 
r ate of U.S. aid is being increased sharply; the 
commercial import program and Public Law 
480 (Food for Peace program) imports in FY 
1966 ran slightly over $500 million and direct 
aid for economic and social programs about 
$225 million. Thirty-six other free-world 
countries and the United Nations have provided 
economic and/or technical assistance to the 
South Vietnamese, and several other coun­
tries have offered help. 
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