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After several decades (and even centuries) of resistance and war against invaders, the Vietnamese people and particularly its national authorities, have a high degree of confidence in Viet Nam's ability to deal with external threats. Moreover, the Vietnamese have a willingness to question views and ideas and a nonconformist attitude toward received authority, which have led to a rather horizontal and nonhierarchical power structure that emphasizes achieving consensus. 

The international mission met many people in Viet Nam who strongly advocated that major decisions should be made consensually and that a slow but steady approach should be followed to reform. In the words of one senior policymaker, "Look at the situation in Thailand. It is the result of trying to move too quickly. The lesson for us is to take things on a step by step basis." Thus, one clear tendency is to approach S&T strategy with a view to making it a graduated instrument for industrialization and modernization, to wait out turmoil, to act primarily on the basis of patient, consensus-building processes with a view to harmonizing all views and accommodating the legitimate concerns of anyone affected negatively by the reform process. 

Many other people believed strongly that Viet Nam had arrived at a crossroads and that any continuation of a step-by-step approach to reform would place the country at a serious, perhaps permanent, disadvantage. The people who held this view pointed to the rapidly changing economic, technological, regional, and global context, outlined in the previous section. This new context, they claimed, carries threats. These are not threats from a single, identifiable enemy, but diffuse threats deriving from a variety of sources (world trade, technological changes, diffusion of cultural patterns, financial markets). According to this viewpoint, Viet Nam is in danger of seriously underestimating the magnitude of the challenge it faces. 

The different and conflicting viewpoints we found made it clear that Viet Nam is experiencing serious political and economic difficulties in the transition from a centrally planned economy based on command-and-control mechanisms to a market economy based on incentives, risk-taking and a role for government based on general guidance and encouragement. Several metaphors may be appropriate to describe the present situation: 

· The Vietnamese government appears to be in the middle of the river: there is no going back, but people seem to be reluctant and resistant to moving forward with further and deeper reforms; and  

· The Vietnamese government appears to be in the driver's seat, pressing at same time on the accelerator (market-reform policies) and on the brakes (persistence of central-planning habits and institutions).  

This, then, is the major paradox confronting Viet Nam and its government. On the one hand, a widespread sense of urgency is felt, arising principally from Viet Nam's decision to become a full member of the regional and international communities, first through its membership in AFTA, which is only 8 years away, and second through its planned membership in WTO. On the other side is a propensity to make change slowly, to proceed step by step. This paradox is central to the many key economic, legal, technological, and scientific reforms being considered in Viet Nam, which make it difficult to correctly assess whether a decision can wait until a consensus has been reached or requires firm leadership and speedy action, regardless of whether a consensus is reached. For the technicians, specialists, and officials responsible for preparing a national S&T policy as the driving force for Vietnamese economic development, the paradox creates great confusion about central assumptions and appropriate measures to take. 
Viet Nam did not experience an outright institutional collapse and the implosion of central planning structures, as in the former Soviet Union. This allowed Viet Nam's economy to respond more quickly to the policy changes introduced in the late 1980s and early 1990s, such as the abolition of price controls, privatization of agriculture, exchange-rate reforms, and the consolidation of many SOEs. 
However, the persistence of the institutional arrangements linked to central planning and the continued predominance of SOEs in industry also allowed the people with vested interests in these institutions to resist further change. The result is the present coexistence of promarket policy statements and the persistence of centrally planned institutional arrangements. The overall direction of the reform process is clear and has been agreed on in principle at the highest political levels, but this coexistence has created a framework of policy inconsistencies, poor implementation and frequent policy changes that carry a high opportunity cost. 

Although, as a direct result of government policy, the Vietnamese economy is much more open and subject to competition than only a few years ago, competition is enhanced through the unofficial economy, which includes a wide array of consumer goods that are smuggled into the country. In large measure, however, the Vietnamese economy remains in the hands of the state and is highly protected. The view of many (which is shared by the members of the international mission) is that Viet Nam is unprepared for the competitive forces about to be unleashed on it, that the risk is high and growing, that the gains of the past decade will quickly be eroded, and that Viet Nam requires urgent, rapid, and comprehensive changes in policy and practice. 

With specific reference to S&T policies, the central observation to emerge from this review is that Viet Nam has not sufficiently adjusted its systems of S&T and education to respond to its new economic and social circumstances or to meet the competition that integration into and beyond the East Asian trading market will impose. Competition within and between East Asian nations for technological advantage must be expected to increase very significantly over the next few years. Viet Nam's current policies are based on the perception that S&T can be managed on the basis of a series of relatively modest, incremental adjustments, and that this approach will optimize benefits to the nation. This approach may have served reasonably well in the past, but if it is continued by Viet Nam's new government, it will fail to serve both the modernization aspirations of the Vietnamese people and the government's stated purposes. Continued modest incrementalism will place Viet Nam in danger of serious and permanent disadvantage. 

Second-generation institutional reforms (trade liberalization, equitization of SOEs, and financial-sector, labour-market, and tax reforms) are proving to be much more difficult than those in the first wave. These second-generation reforms will require a high degree of political will and determination on the part of the central government. 

The possibility of designing and implementing effective S&T policies will depends on whether second-generation reforms materialize in the near future. Viet Nam will have technological innovation and a demand-driven framework for S&T activities only if competitive pressures increase and risk-taking is rewarded. There is an impression that the new government, which came into power in October 1997, is determined to quicken the pace of reform. If this proves to be the case, policy consistency is likely to increase and the design and implementation of S&T policies may face rather favourable circumstances.

