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RE-EDUCATION IN VIETNAM 

( A Report from Saigon from a Graduate ) 

After the South Vietnamese Government collapsed on April 30. 1975 
almost all the former officers~ civil servants of middle rank and above, 
Deputies of the National Assembly. provincial officials. leaders of 
politlbal parties. writers. Journalists. important businessmen. priests 
and monks were detained in the so-called "re_education camps" without 
any trial. After 1978 another wave of detainees included civilians. former 
NCO's and others who protested again.t the new regime.,participated in 
anti_communist activit'e~ or were caught tryiDB to escape from Vietnam. 
Although reports of these camps have appeared in recent years. none has 
heen .written by someone who had actually experienced the camps himsllf, 
unJtil now. 

I. Prisons an' Prisoners 

All "jails" in communist Vietnam are called "re_education camps". 
Except for - the Cestral Prison in Hanoi (the "Hanoi Hll ton"). none of the 
others were called prison. Whatever names they may have. they are the places 
where prisoners are detai.ed. and "re_education" simply means "incarceration. 
Each district has at least a guard-house capable of detainins a hundred or 
more prisoners. In Saigon. one or these is the former Dai-l.o1 Hotel,. a 
fi~e_storey buildine a mile from Tan Son Nhut airport. 

The provincial police departments have from one to several prison 
camps each, which seem to be largely beyond the administrative control of 
the Ministry of the Interior. In principle, the Directorate of Management 
of Prison Camps (literally translated) direCltsnand controls the "re_education 
camps." Besides the Hanoi (Hilton) and Saigon (Chi Hoa) prisons. these 
re-education camps are situated thTOughout north and south Vietnam. In the 
north, many were established dating from the "Great purge" in 1947 and fnom 
the "Land Reform" of 1955. These bore the title of "production camps" 
before the current title of lire_education camps. II 

The exact number of re_education camps existins today is not known, 
but there are at least 25 such camps where political prisoners of South 
Vieynam have been imprisoned after 1975. They are located in the provinces 
of Lao Kay, Bac Thai. Ha Tay, Ha NamJ Nlnh. Vinh Phu, ~Quang Ninh, Thanh Hoa, 
and Ne.he Tinh (all in North Vietnam) and Phu Yen. Pleiku, Kontum, Thuan Hai, 
Sons Re. Dong Nai in South Vietnam. Each of these camps consists of three 
to five suboamps. Each subcamp is organized as a separate prison with 
facllities for detention of 1000 to 3000 prisoners. The most famous camp, 
well known for its cruelty to every North Vietnamese before 1954~ was 
Ly Ba So or Production Camp No.5. which is now Camp 5 in Tbahh Hoa Province. 

A North Vietnamese official conVicted of a criminal offense who had 
been working in the Ministry of the Interior told former South Vietnamese 
officers that there are more than 350 camps and suboamps of all sizes 
throughout the country, at least five times more than those of the former 
Saigon ree.ime. 



2. 

Members of the former Sa1son reglme were called up for "re-educatlon 
ln June 1975. mostly ln camps controlled by the Borth V1etnamese Army. 
About half of these prlsoners were moved to North V1etnam ln June and 
July 1976 and detalned ln NVA camps In such places as Lao Kay, Nghla LO, 
Son La. Yen Bay etc . There were about 140 such Army camps ln Nor~h 
V1etnam. and each had about 350 prlsoners.(These pr1soners were former 
South V1etnamese Army off1cers of f1eld grade and above, and sen10r 
c1v1l1ans - Ed.) Pollce off1cers and c1v1l1ans of lesser rank were sent 
to c1v1l1an camps under the M1n1stry of the Inter10n. After 1978,. all 
pr1soners 1n the NVA camps were transferred to M1n1stry of the Inter10r 
camps also. Although some fore1gners from non-commun1st countr1es •• were 
perm1tted to v1stt about three of these camps wh1ch were spec1ally selected 
for propaganda purposes, no foee1gner.a has ever v1s1ted one of the real 
pr~sons to see how pr1soners were really l1v1ng and work1ng. ---

From 1978 to 1982, a great number of former members of the South 
V1etnamese Government were released. As of Apr11 1983 there are s)111 
about about 20,000 of them st111 deta1ned 1n. three camps 1n North V1etnam 
and about 10 camps 1n South Vietnam. S1nce June 1980, more and more 
pr1soners were transferred from North V1etnamese to South V1etnamese 
camps. and as of Apr11 1983 these are only some hundreds of full Colonels, 
a dozen Generals ana some other hundreds of L1eutenant-Colonels st111 left 
1n North V1etnamese camps. 

Th1s does not 1nclude another approc1mately hundred thousand 
pr1soners, as people guess , who were caught try1ng to escape the countrry 
or who were charged w1th var10us po11t1cal offenses, and were deta1ned 1n 
prov1ne-1al Jalls, especially 1n 1977-79. B:esides. it should not be 
forgotten that there 1s a great number of another kind of prisoners, 
namely the cr1minal pr1soners who suffer the most ferocious pr1son regime 
1nclud1ng ill-treatment and hunger, espec1ally 1n North V1etnam. The many 
thousands of them are totally unknown to the civ111zed world and the 
consc1ence of mankin" as no human. r1ghts report has ever mentioned these 
unlucky ~ict1ms of the commun1st regime in Vietnam. 

2. Imprisonment without Trial 

To 1mprison the former members of the collapsed sa1~on government, 
Ranoi ~ssumed they were all ~uilt1 of be1ng -react1onary. Hano1 has al­
ways argued that the -ones who Joined the South V1etnaaese Go'Yernment 
~iolated the laws of the Democrat1c Republic of Vietnam.- It aleo 
contends that those laws were 1n effect -since 1945" and "allover Vietnam." 
In fact, however. after the GeneTa Agreement of 1954 divided Vieto .. 1nto 
two separate regions, . Hanoi's Second National Congress meeting in 1959 
promUlgated the Const1tut1on of January 1, 1960 with articles obV1ously 
applicable only to North V1etnam. Furthermore, in many declarations about 
war and peace from 1964 to 1974 Hano1 several times critic1zed the Un1ted 
States about "reconnaissance f11ghts over the sk1es of the Democrat1c 
Republic of Vietnam". ohviously ref'rr1ng to the terr1tol1 north of the 
17th Parallel and never includ1ng South Vietnam s1nce 1~4. 

Hano1's arBum~ 1s therefore nonsense. There is no reasonable 
legal bas1s -for 1mprisoning such a great number 0' the Saigon Government'. 
members. They had been servine that Government as civil servants or 
military off1cers. w1th an off1c1al st~tus. hav1ng regular organizations, 
laws and regulations. appropr1ate to the definition of "prisoner of war" 



as conta1ned 1n the Geneva Convent10n of 1949. They should have aeen 
treated as such. or at least 1n conform1ty w1th the human1tarian 
sp1r1t of the Convent10n. 
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In ps, I os related to th1s 1mpr1sonment. Han01 usually referred 
to the Nat10nal Congress' Resolut10n NQ. 49 of 1961. Th1s Resolut10n 
perm1ts the reG10nal polIce (understood as the Frov1nce and D1str1ct 
po11ce departments) to concentrate for re-educat10n (a flowery term 
used 1nlstead of put 1nto pr1son). w1thout any trial, anyone who 1s 
asainst or acts 1n a manner harmful to the Soc1a11st Revolut10n. 
In fact. any local authority at d1str1ct level. by ascr1b1ng the label 
"reactlbnary" to a person. could send h1m to pr1son for the rest of h1s 
Ufe, as the Resolut10n perm1ts "local author1t):es to 1mpr1son the 
react10nary 1n un11m1ted renewable terms of three years eaCh.' 
(The former sa1gon Government perm1tted prov1nc1al security comm1ttees 
of 5 or 6 members to 1mpr1son persons "dangerous to soc1ety", w1thout 
trial. for a maximum of four terms of s1x months each. After two years 
the detainee had to be broubht to a court to be either sentenced or 
set free.) 

3. A Qu1ck Look at the irisoners 

Amone:. the former members of the Sa1Son Government st111 impr1soned, 
t he great major1ty of them had been in the Intelligence and Counter­
Intelligence branches. They were considered "danserous" . HOW!IVer. dur1ng 
the past e1sht years there were many prisoners who could not be 
cons1dered dangerous fnom any p01nt of view. Many were 1nsane prior to 
imprisonment~ had lost arms or lee S or were b11nd. About ten percent 
in many camps were too old or too weak, or suffer1ng from 1ncurable 
1llaasses. Ch11dren of less than 16 years were also impr1soned for 
tr1f11ns offenses s1nce 1975, and many are st1ll 1n the camps. An 
e1~ht-year old boy 1n North Vietnam h1 t a e1rl of h1s age w1 th a glass 
bottle and she d1ed. He was put 1n ja11 and is growing up 1n prison 
seven years later. He st111 does not know how long h1s term w11l las;. 

Most of the cr1minal pr1soners 1n North V1etnam were 1ncarcerated 
under the t1tle "concentrate for reCeducat10n" of sa Resolut10n 49. 
They always greatly outnumbered those conv1cted by courts. Many of 
them were th1eves, profess10nal or amateur, corrupt employees, deserters, 
smugglers. band1ts" prost1tutes, blackmarketers etc. who had not been 
tried 1n. courts because of lack of ev1dence or because such act10n was 
not necessary. Once every few years. ,as 1n, .,yttxitij January 1973, 
April 1975 Or January 1979 there were mopp1ns-up campaigns wh1ch 
swept thousands of p'eople who were on the po11ce black11sts ~to pr1son. 
Th1s does not inclule many thousand Ch1nese. or Vietnamese whose parents 
or grandpar ents had been ftlt' ...... Ch1nese who were "1nterned" 1n the 
mounta1nous border areas after January 1979. 

Many of thelUl "cr1m1nals" were ja11ed for po11t1cal causes. usually 
for protest1ng aga1nst the Farty's po11c1es or local offic1als. or 
for saying someth1ng "unappropriate." They are all class1f1ed as 
"criminals." ¥amy cr1minals • ..,.." •• j;,*l!!-j charged with trif11ng offenses 
have been 1n prison for 6 or 9 years or more. Many have been released 
by order of the I~inistry of the Interior, but in fact have been reta1ned 
1n pr1son for months or somet1mes years solely by dec1sion of the Camp 
Headquar ters . 
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Besides, it should be mentioned that ther e were htndreds of South 
Vietnamese Special Forces inf11trated into North Vietnam from 1960 
to 1970 who were captured. They were sentenced to imprisonment and many 
are st111 in jail. By 1973, when the communtst s1de was yelling for 
the settinb free of all communist spies convicted in South Vietnam, 
not a word from the Free World, even the USA or the sais on Government 
has ever been said to demand their liberation. Many of those officers 
and NCOs have been in jail for 23 years. w1th no hope of being released. 

4. Food and Medicine 

Political pr1soners from South Vietnam ar e given a food allowance 
of 15 kilouams of cereal each month per man. in fact about 14 kilos. 
In South Vietnam. this 15kg consists of 50~ rice and 5~ dried manioc 
and dried potato. In North Vietnam the percentage of rice is from 5~ 
1n land-poor areas of Nghe Tinh, ... Tbanh Hoa to 20~ in others. After 
the flood of 1978 in many camps prisoners had only raw sweet potatoes 
as big as a thumb to eat for ~ years. In Thanh Hoa, one of the camps 
fed prisoners with nothing more than spinack for months. until some 
died of exhaustion. 

" Meat is given at about 100 grams a month to each prisoner "if availabla-. 
The same amount oGo sugar and about two packs of cigar8ttes,. along with 
other items such as towels, tooth brlshes, toothpaste etc., to he paid 
f or with the month I s pocket money allowance of 4 Vft! dong. 

By 1979 most of the prisoners were 1n a state of exhaustion. They 
would have died by the hundreds in ev.ery camp if their families had 
not been perm1tted to Visit and supply them in North Vietnam. perm1ssion 
for such viait. 10 Borth Y.letn .. bad rarely been given before 1979. 
Since 1980. moat South V1etnaaese prisoners in every camp in North and 
South Vietnam have lived 50stly on food supplied by the1r fami11es. 
About 50% of them in South V1etnam have neTer touched "anyth1ns" given 
by the camp. 

A cr1minal pr1soner 1. only allowed 12 kilograms a mo mth. and no 
pocket money. They are sutfering from the greatest malnutrition. or 
more exactly starvation, which makes all of them look much worse than 
patients breathing the1r last gasp after years of malar1a. This has 
caused a very hLBh 'eath rate among them. 

There 1. a great shortage of medicine in every pr1son camp. 
MediUm emergency cases are alway. well treated, but chronic diseases 
were definitely refused. An old man who had been shot by an M-r9. 
w1th the grenade remaining unexploded in hi. abdomen under the skin 
and needing only a minor operation. was refused treatment. For eight 
years the grenade has been frightening his roommates. As with food, 
most prisoners are relying on medicine sent by their families. except 
the criminal prisoners. of course. 

During eight years, many prisoners have died in camps because of 
malnutrition and lack of medical care. From 1976-79 the death rate 
in many camps in North Vietnam was from l~ to lO~, with the highest 
rate in Van. Ban, Tan Lap, Thanh Phong. Abou.t a dozen died from beating 
after recapture during escape attempts. These figures do not apply to 
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the ethnic North Vietnamese criminals who suffered a much h18her 
rate. In one of the camps in the panhandle area, over 200 crim1nals 
died of exhaustion 1n s1x months of 1980 alone, some 20% of the 
criminals 1n the camp. 

5. Work1ne; 

All prisoners are compelled to work from 48 to 52 hours a week. 
From 1975-79 in most camps. prisoners had to work from Monday to 
Saturday and four hours on Sunday morn1ng. In Nam Can (Ca Mau) 
prisoners worked even 18 hours a day, 7 days a week. Some were 
killed by accidents in dangerous tasks, especially in the forest, 
and many were also killed by mines, shells and grenades when they 
were forced to clear old forts, minef1elds and ammo dumps, tasas 
forbidded by the Geneva Convention. 

Prisoners who could not ach1eve the required norm Biven to him 
would be punished, usually by cutting down on his food ration or 
even by locking him ~p 1n cells. ~ther measures 1ncluded cancelling 
letter-writing and family Visits. 

Since 1980 most of the camps have become less rigid on forcing 
the prisoners to work, such as allowins them full,rest on Sundays. 
However, in the pravincial jails pr1soners are still subjected to 
hard and dangerous work. At the same time, most of the remarkable 
prisoners such as po11ticians. priests, monks, ministers and even 
artists were held incommun1cado in solitary conf1nement cells 
withoutnworking. 

6. The So-C!alled "Education." 

Only in the f1rst thBee months after June 1975 was there a 
political indoctrination program in each camp. Elementary socialism 
ana communist lessons were introduced. Since 1977, once in a while, 
a subject was Biven to the prisoners to fill time when the prisoners 
~atx., stayed in camp because of bad weather or no guards available. 
The camf headquarters always said that "labor is a good lesson, so 
~ou don t need to be taught anything else." In fact there was no 
're_education" at all as far as education is concerned, Just a 11ttle 

cheap propaganda once 1n a while. 

7 . Torture 

Torture has made the Vietnamese communist security branch 
famous since 1947, excellins the former French "Deuxieme Bureau," 
which had been frightenins every Vietnamese for years and years 
under the French occupation. None of the prom~nent members of the 
former Saigon Government have evelt'been put to the rack, except 
ones who escaped and were caueht. However, corpo~l punishments app­
lied to prisoners who violated camp regulations were always severe 
and cruel. 

In May 1976 a court_martial was set up in every camp to 
sentence to death a number of escapees. From two to three of 
escapees from each camp were condemned to death and shot right 
away after 5 minutes. However s1nce 1977 none among thousands of 
escapees 1n North Vietnamese camps was given a death sentence or 
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even tried in any court. Nevertheless , many of them were beaten 
and tortured to death after being recaptured. Others are still alive 
with scars or broken Jaws, limbs and banes. 

Nowhere in the wor14 has sadism been promoted, tolerated an. u4ed 
as a most efficient implement of terror as in the prison camps of 
Vietnam today. The guards are evidently given the green light to 
commit every act of Violence against prisoners who violate even the 
least imptrtant camp regulations. It can be seen every daJ in any 
camp,> especially in North Vietnam" guards who beat the criminal 
prisoners in the most cruel ways. usually with stick or rifle butt. 
sometimes only because of a stoled. root of manioc or an ear of corn. 
Death from beiOb beaten is not rare in North Vietnaml 

A common punishment is the "dark cell." a small room where a 
prisoner is locked up~ usually with only short pants on even in 
winter and one or both legs locked in stocks . Tbey get half or 
three-quarter rations daily. Libht violations such as stealing. 
protesting against a communist cadre. injuring another prisoner etc. 
would cost 7 days in the dark cell. Making a sarcasti. remark 
considered to be anti-revolutionary woUld be wotth 14 days. 
Open protest against communis~would mean several months. In each camp 
there were some who were puntlshed for more than 12 months, and the 
longest time ever hear d was two years. 

Dark cells in South Vietnam are usually US Conex containers laid 
under the hot sun. In the other camps they are built of concrete. 
At night the guards passing by m1eht do anything to the dark cell 
pr l soners, such as po~ing with a stick or pouring cold water or urine 
over their he~d in winter. In many camps those prisoners were given 
for each meal four tablespoons of rice mi~et into two tablespoons of 
thick salt water. and a half-litre of water a day. Hundreds of North 
Vietnamese criminal prisoners were killed this way in one camp in the 
panhandle area in a short period of time. 

Another punishment is to handcuff the prisoners with one hand 
twisted up from belOW the back and the other hand pulled down from 
abowe the shoulders. In camps such as Song ae, Camp T4 Long Khanh, 
p1inlshed prisoners were "crucified" with hands and legs tied and hung 
on wooden crosses for days. or have their thumbs tied by electric wires 
or strings and strained at the ceiling for several hours. 

In guardhouses at district level, torture for interrogation i4 ver~ 
common. Boatwomen when caught w.ile trying to escape were also 
beaten black and blue in 80me areas. In the Dai Loi Hotel in Sai~on 
there was an interrogator who waa famoUB for killIng a dozen prisoners 
by beat1ng and using a bayonet up to the beg1nning of 1983~ 

Vietnamese communist police have been instructed to use every 
possible means to put off every anti-revolutionary action. Vietnaa 
today must be the only country w.ich does not have either a criminal 
code or a civil code. Everything is based on separate and incohereht 
administrative decisions and decree-laws whose meanings are usually 
Y88ue. giving local authorities supreme powers of law enforcing and 
law interpretation. Most prison guards could not distinguish human 
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rights from civil rights. They usually said that the~ prisoners. 
without "citizens' rights", can be treated every way necessary to 
keep them in Bood discipline. and they may not complain despite how 
badly they were injured. 

Evidently, violence with cruelty has been deliberately 
fostered by Hanoi leaders to frighten their people and to put off 
every gleam of opposition~ defying every criticism from outside. 

8. Reintegrat10n 

This is no problem for the released criminal convicts. However, 
hundreds of thousands of former pokltical prisoners in South 
~etnam releaseda during recent years will never be reintegrated 
into the new society in Vietnam. being always reckoned as enemies 
by the communist authorities who control every office, organization 
and aSSOCiation. 

Former officers and civil servants of the SaiBon regime, writers, 
many artists and musicians etc. am. not adnitted to jobs in 
communist government agencies~ st,te farms or indus~rial plants. 
They must make their living in the private sector. driving cyclos, 
hucksterinb around. In SaiBon, with a great number of them, they 
are not ill-treated and have enough freed um to hang around to earn 
money. althoush they are always under close observation. 

In the provinces anythin& might happen to them. In some places 
such as Tay Ninh they were given sometimes very dangerous work, 
clearing minefields and barbed wire with bare hands. At district 
level they are also humiliated and forced to work a number of days 
a month. In the central provinces around Fhan Rang, they were sent 
to "new economic areas" without supplies. and their former houses 
were confiscated/ 

Their children, are usually rejected for admis s ion to the 
university, especially when they are considered to be"hard-core 
reactionaries" from the former regime. Onl; a small portion of such 
children were admitted to~unimportant university in Saigon. 

" Exppolitical prisoners in~the provinces are not permitted to 
sub~it their petitions for emigration to forei~ countries where 
their relatives have completed all necessary procedures. In Nghia 
Binh Province some who complained about this were sent to prison for 
many years . 

Cn communist holidays, they were gathered in some provinces 
for a short period of preventive detention of ;WO to five days . 
By the end of 1982 hundreds for former Cao Dai detainees were put 
in prison again when there was a rumor of Bome Cao Dai movement 
being (evelopad. Everybody in Vietnam believes that if any critical 
military situation should occur in South Vietnam, the former 
government's memberB~ especially officers, would be in great 
danger. The massacre of Tet 1968 with many thousands of bodies in 
a dozen mass graves has always been the most frightening experience 
that no one could forget. 


