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To Members of the Human Rights Committee:

Re: Report on the Institute for Global Engagement’s Religious Freedom Work in Vietnam (2019–2024)

Greetings from the Institute for Global Engagement (IGE), 

We are a Washington, DC-based non-government organization dedicated to catalyzing freedom of faith so that people can live what they believe.

IGE began its religious freedom engagement in Vietnam in 2004. Our programs are implemented under a Memorandum of Understanding signed with the Vietnam-USA Society (VUS) at the Vietnam Union of Friendship Organizations (VUFO). This MOU has been renewed every five years, with the latest renewal taking place in 2023.

Over the past two decades, IGE and its government and grassroots partners in Vietnam have built trust and collaboration to advance religious freedom. Together, we have created safe spaces—rare in the country—for open dialogue and debate on religious freedom protections of all beliefs, through academic events and policy discussions during reciprocal U.S.-Vietnam visits.

During 2019–2022, IGE and its Vietnamese partners were able to implement religious freedom education and dialogue through both in-person and virtual programs despite COVID-19-related limitations. IGE has found that Vietnam has remained committed to continuing this important work—demonstrating both the need and a growing openness to promote and protect religious freedom in the country. 

In addition to maintaining engagement, IGE and its partners have collaborated on the development of educational materials to inform religion-related research and policymaking. Below is a summary of training activities and materials that build capacities and networks for making religious freedom progress in Vietnam from 2019-2024:

Religion and Rule of Law training for local government officials and faith leaders on: 
· International standards of religious freedom, Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
· Comparative models of religious freedom protections from various countries in Southeast Asia, East Asia, North America, etc.
· Vietnam’s policies on the protection of religious rights
· Examining religion’s role in national development
· Challenges and opportunities for implementing religion policies at local levels
· Improving understanding and respect for the practices of different faiths
· Religion’s role in society
· Relationship building and collaboration between government, academia, and religious communities.

March 26–30, 2019 | Quy Nhon City, Binh Dinh Province
Annual Religion and Rule of Law Certificate Training
Held in Quy Nhon, this training brought together 94 participants, including government officials, scholars, and faith leaders from 13 south-central provinces and the Central Highlands. The training fostered dialogue and education on religious freedom within the framework of law and governance.

September 28–29, 2021 | Virtual
International Conference: “Religion and the Rule of Law—Towards a Harmonious Relationship in the Era of Globalization”
Co-hosted with the Vietnam National University (VNU) Law School, the two-day virtual conference drew over 100 scholars and policy advisors from Vietnam, the United States, and across the globe. Speakers from the U.S., Canada, U.K., Slovakia, Brazil, Japan, India, China, Indonesia, and Vietnam addressed key themes including:
· The relationship between religion and the rule of law
· International human rights standards
· Religious freedom in modern society
· Religious conflict and resolution
· Religious accommodation and human dignity

December 7–9, 2021 | Virtual
Training of Trainers Workshop: “Religion in Contemporary Society”
Co-hosted with the Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics (HCMA)—the Vietnamese government’s premier leadership development institution—this virtual workshop trained HCMA lecturers on religion’s role in contemporary society, equipping them to teach future government leaders on religious pluralism and legal frameworks.

November 1–4, 2022 | Ho Chi Minh City
Annual Religion & Rule of Law Certificate Training (In-person)
With in-person programs resuming, this training welcomed 93 participants from six provinces and cities in Vietnam’s southeast region: Bình Phước, Tây Ninh, Bình Dương, Đồng Nai, Bà Rịa–Vũng Tàu, and Ho Chi Minh City. Participants included provincial religious affairs officials, lecturers from government training institutions, and local faith leaders.

A notable session featured the founder of a Christian drug rehabilitation center, who shared his personal testimony of recovery from addiction and how his Christian faith transformed his life and guided him to support others facing addiction.

August 7–10, 2023
Annual Religion and Rule of Law Certificate Program – Nghe An Province
IGE and its partners hosted the 11th annual Religion and Rule of Law (RROL) certificate training program in Nghe An province. Sixty government officials, academics, and faith leaders from Thanh Hoa, Ha Tinh, and Nghe An participated in the training.

August 3–6, 2024
Annual Religion and Rule of Law Certificate Program – Da Lat City, Central Highlands
IGE and its Vietnamese partners co-hosted the 12th RROL certificate training program in Da Lat city, Lam Dong province. The training welcomed 55 participants, including government officials, academics, and religious leaders from four provinces: Lam Dong, Binh Phuoc, Dak Lak, and Dak Nong.

The Central Highlands is a region often reported with tensions between local authorities and ethnic and religious minorities. This training provided a platform for participants to discuss challenges and share best practices in improving government–religion relations. Topics included the root causes of religion-related conflicts, legal approaches to conflict resolution, and comparative case studies from Vietnam and abroad. Participants also visited several religious sites in Da Lat to deepen their understanding of local religious diversity.

March 11–12, 2025
International Conference: Religion and Rule of Law, Religion and Dignity, and Cross-Cultural Religious Literacy – Hanoi
IGE and its Vietnamese partners organized a two-day international conference at the Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics, drawing 80 participants—including policymakers, scholars, and faith leaders—from Vietnam, Indonesia, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, and the United States.

The conference featured open and candid discussions on the protection of religious rights, with comparative insights from different regions and countries. Key topics included the role of religion in society, its relationship to governance, human rights, foreign policy, human dignity, and sustainable development. Discussions were organized around three main themes: religion and the rule of law, religion and human dignity, and cross-cultural religious literacy.

The conference also marked two decades of IGE and partners’ work in advancing religion and the rule of law in Vietnam. As part of the program, international delegates took a cultural tour of Ninh Binh province—Vietnam’s ancient capital—where they explored the region’s religious diversity and heritage.

March 8–12, 2025
Women, Faith & Leadership Workshop – Hanoi
IGE’s Center for Women, Faith & Leadership (CWFL) hosted its Spring 2025 workshop in Vietnam, bringing together eight CWFL Fellows—faith-inspired women leaders from Cameroon, Egypt, Italy, Mauritius, Nigeria, Thailand, the United States, and Uzbekistan—representing Muslim, Catholic, and Buddhist traditions.

The workshop ran parallel to IGE’s international conference, providing opportunities for cross-networking. CWFL Fellows joined IGE scholars in site visits to historic religious locations in Ninh Binh and heard from faculty at the Institute for Religious Studies under the Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences.Top of Form
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Training materials

May 2, 2020 | Hanoi
Textbook: Law on the Right to Freedom of Religion and Belief
The Vietnam National University (VNU) Law School hosted a book launch for Law on the Right to Freedom of Religion and Belief, Vietnam’s first-ever textbook on religious freedom and law. Jointly developed by IGE and VNU Law, the book is designed for graduate-level students and was published earlier that month.

The textbook has been distributed to over 25 law schools and government offices across the country. It serves as a foundational resource for Vietnamese leaders in government, academia, and civil society, equipping them with legal and scholarly tools to better understand and protect religious freedom. 

July 6, 2020 | Hanoi
Compendium Publication: The Role of Religion in Society 
IGE and the Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics (HCMA) jointly published a groundbreaking four-volume bilingual compendium featuring 39 scholarly articles from IGE’s journal, The Review of Faith & International Affairs. The compendium, available in both English and Vietnamese, explores four key thematic areas:
1. Religion and Human Security
2. Religion and Security
3. Religion and State Policy
4. Religion and Sustainable Development

This publication has become a vital academic resource for scholars and policy practitioners in Vietnam.

October 29, 2020 | Hanoi
Vietnamese Translation: Religion and Security: The New Nexus in International Relations
IGE and HCMA published the Vietnamese translation of the seminal volume, Religion and Security: The New Nexus in International Relations. Edited by IGE founder Ambassador Robert Seiple and Dennis Hoover, editor-in-chief of The Review of Faith & International Affairs, this work was the first comprehensive exploration of the connection between religious freedom and security in international relations. A Chinese translation of the book had previously been produced in collaboration with a Chinese government think tank.

July 6, 2021 | Hanoi
Bilingual Edition: Religion and Security: The New Nexus in International Relations
A bilingual Vietnamese English edition of Religion and Security: The New Nexus in International Relations was published by IGE and HCMA, further increasing accessibility and scholarly exchange between Vietnamese and international audiences.

June 2, 2023
Religious Freedom and Harmonious Society in Southeast Asia: Toward Covenantal Pluralism

IGE and the Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics (HCMA) published a compendium titled Religious Freedom and Harmonious Society in Southeast Asia: Toward Covenantal Pluralism. The volume introduces the concept of covenantal pluralism and features contributions from scholars and experts exploring its application across Southeast Asia. This publication is a significant addition to the body of Vietnamese-language academic resources on religious freedom. HCMA distributed 400 copies of the compendium during Religion and Rule of Law training programs for government officials and faith leaders across Vietnam.


Ongoing Engagement and Dialogue

In addition to the activities listed above, IGE and its Vietnamese partners have continued to facilitate religious freedom dialogues at both the central and provincial levels. These efforts include participation by government officials, policymakers, and faith leaders—both within Vietnam and internationally. These dialogues serve as important opportunities for mutual learning and trust-building amongst stakeholders in the religious freedom advocating network. Here are the examples of the most recent dialogues:

November 2023
The Institute for Global Engagement (IGE) conducted an official delegation visit to Vietnam to reaffirm its commitment to advancing religious freedom. Led by IGE President Bob Roberts, the delegation signed a new five-year Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the Vietnamese government in Hanoi. This marks the third renewal of the partnership between IGE and the Vietnam-USA Society under the Vietnam Union of Friendship Organizations (VUS-VUFO) since their initial agreement in 2006.

The signing ceremony was attended by representatives from key Vietnamese government agencies and academic institutions, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Public Security, Government Committee for Religious Affairs, Vietnam Fatherland Front, Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics, National Assembly, and Vietnam National University–Hanoi. Observers included faith leaders from Vietnam’s Protestant, Catholic, and Buddhist communities, as well as officials from the U.S. Embassy in Hanoi.

December 2024
IGE President Bob Roberts returned to Vietnam to lead a visit of the Global Collaborative Community, a network of evangelical pastors. The delegates, from nine countries, had a five-day trip to Hanoi included meetings with various Vietnamese government ministries and faith communities. In addition to the Community’s own meetings, the delegation explored Vietnam’s religious policies and engaged with local religious leaders to better understand the country’s diverse faith practices and evolving religious landscape.
 


Conclusion
IGE’s religious freedom programs in Vietnam reflect a collaborative, long-term effort with both governmental and grassroots partners to improve protections for religious freedom in a manner consistent with Vietnam’s political and social context. Since the passage of Vietnam’s first Law on Belief and Religion in 2016, scholars, government officials, and faith groups have reported a range of experiences—both positive and critical—with its implementation.

Overall, IGE has observed encouraging progress in both policy development and the application of religious freedom protection. We have also witnessed improving relationships and greater mutual understanding between government authorities and faith communities—helping to reduce prejudices and foster a more inclusive society for people of all beliefs or none.

This report is provided at the request of IGE’s partner, the Vietnam-USA Society at the Vietnam Union for Friendship organization.

This submission can be published on the Committee’s website.
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