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VI~ c?NG I'llLIT1CAL GEOGRAPIIV 

by Albet't E. PaZme1'lee 

Documents captured 'fran the Vift Cgng are filled vith strange numerical designa­
tions, code vords and unfamiliar administrative terms. Names of VC military regions, 
provinces and other geographical entities, for example, often fail to coincide with 
those used by the Government of VHh-Nam (GW). The VC have evolved their own adminis­
trative geography. This fact compiicates interpretation of the captured materials. 

As a reference Bid, this issue of Viet-Nam Doauments and Research Notes reproduces 
an outline map and table shoving military regions and provinces according to the VC 
system. The map, compiled in 1967 by the U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, is 
based primarily on evidence extracted from VC sourceS. For comparative purposes, a map 
showing the provinces and corps tactical zones of the Republic of Vi~t-Nam is also 
reproduced. 

The geographic divisions used by the VC delimit both political and military areas 
of responsibility--the jurisdictions of the People's Revolutionary Party or National 
Liberation Front cormnittees a.t various levels and the commands of the South Viet-Nam 
People's Liberation Army. Central administration comes from the Central Office, South 
Vi~t-Nam (COOVll HT1'ung l/dl1g "C!v: Mi~n Nam Vi~t Nam) for all of the Republic of Vi~t-Nam, 
except for the Tr!-Thien-Hue Region and Region 5. These two regions are directly sub­
ordinate to the North Vietnamese High Ccmnand (B~ 'It'mg TIt ~nh). The next level of 
ors:anization 1s the region (khu).l The region is composed of a number of provinces 
(tlnh); provinces are further divided into districts (huyiPt), districts into villages 
(xa), and villages into hamlets (",). There is not necessarily a correlation between 
the divisions used 'by the VC and the OW administrative divisions of corps tactical 
zone, province, district, village and ha.mlet. Villages and hamlets usually correspond 
in the two systems, because they are based on traditional ties, but the place names 

Mr. PaZme1'tee is a Systeff18 Analyst with FHA, IM •• arui has been wo1'king in Vi?t-Nam 
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are very o:ften different. In some areas the names and actual boundaries for provinces 
and districts established by the VC and the GVN are the same; this is ~enerally true 
vhen the boundaries are sharply delineated by natural features. But more o~ten 
different names are used and the actual areas of responsibility differ. This is very 
o:ften deliberate, for it complicates the coordination of anti-guerrilla activities by 
dividin~ the responsibility for a single VC entity among several GVN areas. 

Also, there is no true correlation between the VC boundaries and areas of actual 
VC control. On the central coast, for example, the VC have a political and military 
structure for Phu Yen province that closely parallels the GVN organization. In 1965 
the VC claimed control of 256,000 persons--75% of the province population. A secret 
report issued on 13 May 1967 stated that control had dropped pre~ipitously to 20,000 
persons, or to about 6% of the population. Yet the provincial structure remains 
nominally the same in the VC system. 

Traditional Divisions of Viit-Nam 

Historically Vi~t-Nam has been divided into three areas, now generally referred 
to as North Viet-Nam, Central Viet-Nam and South Viet-Nam. The names Tonkin (or 
Tongkin,:;P;), Ann~ and Coc:.hinchina· were used by the hench for these areas, and are 
better known even tod~ to many people outside Vi~t-Nam. In Vietnamese, however, 
they were called JeY, bein~ respectively me kj}, 7rung kii and Ham kyo Because of its 
association with the French r~gime, the Viit Minh replaced ky with the word bQ. After 
the division of Vi~t-Nam into northern and southern halves, the ~overnment in the 
South adopted the term ph~, but the Democratic Republic of Vi~t-Nam (DRV) and the 
Viit Minh in the South continued to use the term b~. xy is no lon~er used except to 
refer to the period before 1945. 

Although the Geneva accords divided Viit-Nam at the 17th parallel, the traditional 
three-fold division is still used by the Communists. Central Vi~t-Nam is considered 
divided between the North and the South. 

The Region 

During 1945-1946 the Vi~t Minh divided Vi~t-Nam into 14 regions (khu). These 
proved too cumbersome in 9Perations, and in March 1948 they were merged into six 
inter-regions (lien khu}.2 The inter-relZ:ions vere in some cases subdivided into 
re~ions. At some point there were nine regions, numbered 1 through 9 from North to 
South. Regions 1 through 3 were in Mc 89, 4 through 6 1n Trung BO, and 7 through 9 
in Nam Be? • 

When the National Liberation Front (NLF) vas proclaimed on December 20, 1960, six 
divisions for the area south of the 17th parallel were also established: 

South Trung B9 (Mi~ Ram Trung ~) 
Western Hi~hlands Autonomous Region (Xhu TV Tri 1ay Rguy~n) 
Eastern Ham BO (Milln B?mg Ram ~) 
Central Ham B$ (Mi~ Trung Ram ~) 
Western lIam B9 (Mil/n ray Ram ~) 
Sai~on-Cholon-Gia 9}nh Special Zone (B~c Xhu Saig3n-Ch~-Gia Binh) 

The first two of these made up Inter-region V, and the three Nam Be? regions made up the 
Nam B9 Inter-re~ion (formerly Inter-region VI). 

In May of 1963 Southern Trung 89 vas split into Re~ions 53 and 6. The Nam BO 
Inter-region and the Saigon-Cholon-Gia Blnh Special Zone remained unchan~edt but . 
numbers were assi~ed to these areas, making the ~e~ions I, 2, 3 and 4. 

Initially, a lack of staffing at the regional level made the inter-region the 
primary level of planning and coordination. Hovever, as the overall organization of 
the VC became more complex, the re~ional level increased in importance. This was due 
in lar~e measure to the difficulties in coordination caused by the extremely poor 
transportation and c~unications available between local orlZ:anizations and the inter­
re~ion headquarters. In the early 1960's the inter-re~ion level was completely 
eliminated, and the regions became independent. The inter-region V committee was 
dissolved; the Nam B9 Inter-region committee vas re-formed into COSVN. 

The re~ion is nov the fundamental or~anization for both military and political 
control. It may be referred to both by the traditional name, as Eastern Nam B9, or by 
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the number assi~ned to it~ in this case Region 1. In military eatters t the term quan 
~hu is used. The khu and the quan khu cover exactly the same area, representing purely 
a distinction between political and Military orp:anizat1ons. In each cS.5"e. the bound­
aries established have been natural ones, based on geographical and political consi­
derations; the satne is true for the delineations of the provinces and the districts. 

With the major shift in strategy from ~Jerril1a tactics to a general military 
offensive, and the accompanyin~ increase in troop strength, this fundamental organiza­
tion did not alv~vs Meet the requirements for control. Beginning in 1966. local 
adaptations were ~ade to meet specific problems; these included the establishment of 
front commands, sub-reKions and special regions~ 

The High lands 

The initial or~anization of the NLF in 1960 included a Hi~hland Autonomous Region 
(Khu T7/ Trf. Ttr:! Nguyen) for t:"e Western Hip;hlands. On May 19. 1961" a congress of 
~ont~nard tribal representatives or~anized a Highland Autonomy Movement (By Ban Dan 
TQa T;j Tzi T1iy Nguyen). However, it a:ppears the autonomous ~overnment vas purely a 
paper organization, for Pike ::!lent ions that fl1n a mess~e on 20 December 1962 the NLF' 
Central Committee encouraged the mont~~ards to establish an autonomous zone in the 
hip:hlands." 4 'E'1ere is evidence that from August 1962 to August 1963 a Region 10 Vas 
established, coverinp: Qu!~ ~c, Phuac Long, Blnh Long and tam ~ng provinces of the 
southern part of the Western Highlands. A Region 7 may have existed for a very short 
period in the highlands, but if so, it vas quick~ integrated into Region 6 after its 
formation. Although the highlands are said to have been represented on the Central 
Committee in Hanoi, the VC montagnard policies vere largely unsuccessful. and it 
appears probable that the entire region alvays remained subordinate to Inter-Region V 
and, later; ReFion 5. 

In April 1966 recommendations vere made by the Region 5 Party Committee to Hanoi 
that the region be divided into three subdivisions~ In June of that year a formal 
subdivision vas ~ade, creating the Tri-Thien-Hu~ Re~ion and the Western Highlands 
Front Command, leavin17 as Rep;ion 5 the remaininp; provinces alonp; the coast. Various 
prisoners and ralliers have referred to the Western Highlands as a military region, 
but because its authority is not complete, the tem "front commandu (b? tJi ~nh m~t 
tr9n) is more accurate. One rallier from the staff of Region 5 specifically stated 
the Uthe Western Highlands Area did not possess a region Party Committee and the 
Region 5 Party Committee remained responsible for providing political guidance to the 
provinces located in that area. MR 5 [also} provided staff guidance ~ . • on ~uerrilla 
and militia activities at the local force leveL" 

In October 1966, shortly after the front command had been formed for the Western 
Hip:hlands t Region 10 vas activated covering Qulinp: PUc, Phtt&c Long and Elnh Long 
provinces. According to a captured diary, the establishment of base areas; control of 
the southern end of the infiltration route, ethnic minority problems, and land develop­
ment for the large plantations in the three provinces were the principal problems to 
be solved by the new region. A printed nevs bulletin called this region the South 
lIestern HighlandS (.~"", ray Nguyan). 

Region 5 vas activated in 1960 under the name of Mi~n Nam Trung B9, covering the 
area of Inter-region V with the addition of Qulng Tri and Thim Thien provinces. As 
the re~ion increased in organizational complexity and its activities expanded, the 
size of the region required that a subdivision level betveen the region and the pro­
vince be established. Initially, in May 1963, the southern part of Region 5 had been 
formed into a new Region 6. Then, about 1964, the northern and southernmost groups 
of provinces vere organized into sub-regions (phan khu). These sub-regions functioned 
in the s~e manner as the region. acting as an intermediary control level betveen the 
province committees and the regional committee. 

Southern Sub-Re~1on 

The Southern Suo-region (Phan Khu Nam) covers Phu Yen, Khlinh H~a and Dsltlak (GV1I 
Darlac) provinces. and has continued to function since its activation. However, 
Dulak province forms a part of' the Western Highlands) and, as such, also comes under 
the Western Highlands Front Ccmn.and. The Front Command controls main force units in 
the area, vhile political guidance and the control of local forces and guerrillas is 
the responsibility of the sub-region. 
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Th - ~ Trt- fen-Hue Region 

The Northern Sub-region (Phan Khu Baa) covered Qu~g Tri and Thua Thien provinces, 
which had oripinally been part of Military Region IV of North Vi~t-N~. In June 1966 
the Northern Sub-region was elevated to full region status and given the name Tri­
Thien-Hu~ Re~ion, a name derived from the second halves of the names of the two 
provinces covered, and Hu~, the ancient autonomous capital city. When this change was 
made, a regional party committee was formed to provide overall political guidance, 
thus distin~shin~ it from the front command system established for the Western High­
lands about the same time. The region controls not only QuAng Tri and ThUB Thien 
provinces, but also the central part of the Laotian panhandle; prisoners have 
occasionally referred to it as the Tri-Thien-Central Laos Military Region (Quan Khu 
TJi,-Thib1-Tr'W'I.g LG:o). Captured documents from this area also Mention a Forward 
Military Re~ion (Quan Khu Ti~n Phuong), but whether this refers to the DMZ area or to 
the two northern provinces is not clear. There have been, however, occasional refer­
ences to a Blnh-Tri-Thien theater; Binh-Trl-Thien is a contraction for QuAng Binh 
province of North Vi~t-Nam, above the DMZ, and QuAn~ Tr! and ThUR Thien provinces 
south of the DMZ. 

Provinces and Districts 

Under French administration each of the three areas of Vi~t-Nam had been divided 
into provinces. During the first two years after the Geneva agreement was signed, the 
old provincial boundaries and names continued in force. On October 22, 1956, the 
~overnment of South Vi~t-Nam promul~ated a major reor~anization of the provinces by 
chan~ing many of the boundaries and the names associated vith the French period. These 
changes were not recognized by either the Democratic Republic of Vi~t-Nam or by the 
Vi~t Minh. 

The delineation of the ve provinces in general followed the old French provinces, 
although there were some notable exceptions to this practice. They also used many of 
the older names for these provinces--names which were more familiar to the people. 

In other cases, however, the ve followed the newer GVN structures. An example of 
this was the establishment by both or~anizations of Ph~ac Thanh province north of 
Saigon. Interestingly enough, this province was later dissolved by both the GVN and 
the ve and divided among the adjacent provinces. In the process, however, the VC 
renamed Blnh DUdng provin~e Th~ D!u MQt, a name from the days of the French (although 
the area of the new Th~ Dau M9t province is quite different from the old). 

The VC provincial structure has remained reasonably static since its initial 
setup except in Region 1 (Eastern Nam EO). Late in 1966 the provinces of Region 1 
were consolidated on a major scale, vith 'f'"'"ay Rinh bein~ the only province to remain 
unchan~ed. Blnh DUdng and most of Phliec Thanh provinces were merged to form Th~ D~u 
MQt province. Long Khanh, Bien Haa and B8. Ria (GVN Ph11$c Tuy) provinces were merged 
to form B8. Bien province (also called Long B1 Bien). Now the entire region was divided 
into only three provinces. These mergers were accompanied by corresponding consolida­
tions of the Party structures, and by the merger of some of the districts vithin the 
area. There are indications that this consolidation was necessary because of tbe lack 
of adequate cadre ror both provincial and district administration. 

Special Regions 

In the early organization set up by the ve, the Saigon-Cholon urban area and 
surroundin~ Gia Blnh province were considered as a special zone (aac khu). However, 
when Military Regions 7, 8 and 9 (covering the Nam BQ area) were r~numbered as Regions 
1, 2 and 3, the Saigon-Cholon-Gia Binh Special Zone was renamed Military Region 4. 
Its area is small compared with the other regions, it has no province structure under 
it, and has a heavy organizational emphasis o~ propaganda, proselyting, intelligence 
and sapper elements. It is still considered a special zone in the Party structure. 

Early plans were also made ror special zones for the cities of Hu~ and ~a NKng, 
but seemin~ly these were never activated. 

In a decision dated April 15, 1966, the RUn~ Sat was established as a special 
military region (c$c khu qulin-s¥'), with the mission of building a strong base area and 
interdicting the water lines of communication to Saigon. The RUhg Sat is a heavily 
forested swampy area lying astride the river mouths leading to Saigon, and is a lightly 
populated area. Before thi s time the Ritng Sat had come under the adl!l.inistration of 
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Bien Hoe. province, fOrming two of its districts. A fUnctioning staff organization for 
the new spectal military region vas not built up until June 1, 1966. 

The organization o~ a special military regIon differs from that of a military 
region (quan khu) in that in the former the control of both military and political 
affairs is directed qy the military organization, while in the latter separate struc­
tures sre established for military and political activities. This is a logical 
adaptation for an area ofdletlnctlve geography. It is also a special region for the GVN. 

Recent Reorganizations 

It Is probable that the VC have formed B new province. called Blc Blnh province, 
tram the northern half of Blnh Thuin province. So far, hawe<ver., there are fev 
references to it. 

In November 1961 COSVN ordered a major reorganization of' Regions 1 and 4, 
resulting in their d18so1utlon~ The districts surrounding Saigon were formed into 
various sub-rep;ion. (phan khu). eaoh vith a party cOl!lmittee as well .. s .. military 
organization. This vas a caref'ul design to support VC operations vithin the capital 
zone. It is not re~lected on the map o~ VC regions and provinces. 

The Significance of the Ch""ges 

The first major reorganization of administrative div1si2ns vas undertaken in 1966. 
and included the formation of Region 10 and the TTl-Thien-Hue Region, the establish­
ment of the Western Highlands Front Command, and the consolidation of districts Qtid 
provinces in Region 1. Each of these vas done in response to specific situations. In 
the first two of these three cases it vas the establishment of new 'l!l!Ulagement organi­
zations ~or areas of specific importance. 

The reorganization of Region I, however, vas: required because of the erosion of 
the infrastructure from extensive allied operations; the limited number of cadre 
available made the consolidation of existing structures the only means of maintaining 
a viable organization. Yet similar reorganization of the province structure has not 
been found in other areas of extensive operations, such as Blnh Blnh province. How­
ever, a quick look at the geography of the Binh I)tnh area reveals that a:ny merger with 
an adjacent province would make an area too large to administer, either too long and 
narrOW' along the coast, or mixing lovle.nd and highland areas. The new structures in 
Region 1 are still sufficiently well deSigned for efficient administration. 

The total reorganization of the III Corps area in late 1967) hovever, is 
revealing of the VC's capability to change to meet the current situation, for here we 
have not a simple series ot mergers. but &, ccnpletely new design that abrop;ates all 
historical precedent. The traditional Nam BQ divisions have been ignored and 
established provinces dissolved to create newly designed entitiesw 

In their initial organization the VC deliberately avoided disturbing the existing 
territorial structures. But as the war has eh~ed its canplexiOD. the VC have 
responded through the creation of new types of command structures to meet the ney 
demands, each tailored to the specific situation. 

NOTES 

1 The term khu is variously translated as "region" or "zone," Uen khu BS "inter­
rep;ion" or "inter-zone~" Thro~hout this paper the translations "region" and "inter­
region" are used. The term miln is also used for a region when it is referred to by 
n ....... as lIi~ 90ng lIam 89. Eastern Ham B9 Region. But also Khu lIiin ~ lIam B9 and 
Qua.. Khu lIi~ 90ng lIam ~ are round in capt ured document.. The term Hi~" by 1 tsel:f is 
used as a contraction for lIi~" lIam Vi~t lIam, i.e., Vi~t Ham south or the ~7th parallel. 

2. Fall, Bernard B. The Two Viet-Nams: a Politi-eat and Military AnaZysie .. revised 
edition (Nev York, Praeger, 1964), p. 135. 

3 Re~ion 5 is also listed as Region V, since it is directly subordinate to the North 
Vietnamese High Ca:mnand t which uses Ranan numerals for military regions. 

• Pike, Douglas. Viet Cony (Cambridge, II.LT. Press, 1966), p. 205. 



No. 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

10 

I 

Regions 

English 

Eastern Nambo 

Central Nambo 

Western Nambo 

Saigon-Cholon-Gia Dinh 
Special Region 

Central Trung Bo 

Subdivisions: 

Northern Subregion1 

Southern Subregion 

Western Highlands 

Southern Trung 802 

Southwestern Highlands 

Tri-Thien-Hue1 

Rung Sat Special Military 
Region3 

Vietnamese 

Miiin Trung Nam BO 

Miiin Trung Trung B9 

. .. 
Phan Khu Bac 

Phlln Khu Nam 

ray Nguyen 

i~ N B·9 M en am Trung 

Mi~ Nam ray Nguyen 

Tr~-Thien-Hulf 

Dic Khu Quin-sv Rimg Sat 

1 The Northern Subregion became the Tr!-Thien-Huii Region in June 1966. 

2 Originally Southern Trung B9 referred to all of Inter-Region V, now 
divided into the Tr!-Thien-Hul Region and Regions 5 and 6. 

3 During 1966 the Rimg Sat was also called Region 10. 
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GLOSSARY 

Area (vlmg 1 1. A minor administrative division used in highland areas, 
subordinate to the sector (khu) and consisting of several villages .. 
2. A minor administrative division used in Gia B;nh province, 
subordinate to the district (huy~) or inter-district (HI!>! huyqn), 
or to tbe sub-region (phiin khu) established in late 1967. 

District (huy~) The principal subdivision of a province, responsible 
for political a:ff&irs and the control of local forces and guerrillas ~ 
Divided into villages. 

Front CQllllllnd (b~ tu' ~ mat trlln) A military c<llll1!1Slld exercising 
control over main forc~ ope;'stlons for & specified area, but nth 
the control of political matters and guerrilla and +ocal forces 
reserved to the reglon~ 

Inter-District (lien It"",,,,) An administrative arrangement merging the 
organization of two (or more) districts into a single unit 
responsible for the entire area and functioning as a district; the 
component districts cease to function as organizations. The inter­
district name is usually derived by merging the names of its 
component districts. 

Inter-Province (HI!>! tlnh), see Sub-Region 
Inter-Region (UI!>! khu) The bighest territorial division, used by tbe 

Vi~ Minh. and by tbe VC until about 1964. It vas composed of 
several regions (khu). Also called Inter-Zone. 

Military Region (qulin khu). see Region 

Province (tinh) The prinCipal VC administrative diviSion, responsible 
for political and military afrairs. It is nome.lly subdivided into 
districts (huy~). altbough in the highlands some provinces are 
subdivided into seotors (khu). 

Region (khu) 1. The primary level of VC territorial divi.iOll, 
administered by a regional party committee, and normally vith 
Jurisdiction over botb political and military affairs, altbough 
control uf main-force operations for specific provinces ~ come 
under an independent front com.and~ In m11ita:ry matters it is 
referred to .... a military region (qulin khu). 2. Some highland 
provinces s.re subdivided into sectors or regions (Jehu), which are 
further subdivided into areas (vimg); the translation "sector" is 
preferred for this use.ge~ 

Sector (khu) A subdivision used for sane bighland provinces; also 
translated as region. Divided into areas (vlmg). 

Special Military Region (~khu quIin-a;f) An area primarily of 
military importance in which the military command controls both 
military and political affairs. 

Special Region (~khul A territorial division under a party 
camnittee established for the Saigon-Cholan urban area. and 
adjacent Gia tJi,nh province) responsible :for both milita:ry and 
political affairs. 

Sub-Region (phtJn khul 1. An intemediary administrative level 
between the region and the province" normally vith control over 
both military and political affairs through the sub-region party 
commdttee, although main-force military operations for specific 
provinces ma:y cane under the control of an inde~ndent front 
comm.s.nd. Also cailed an Inter-prOvince (Zien tfnh). 2. In the 
new reorganization armmd Saigon in late 1967, a territorial 
organization subordinate to COSVN replaCing the province. It 
is divided into districts (h"",qn) or areas (vlmg). 

Zone, see Region 


