REMARKS

At the Reception 18th June 2012, 6-8pm

Attlee Suite, Portcullis House

Your Honourable George Howarth,
Minister Jeremy Browne,

The Honorable Kerry McCarthy,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to speak at this wonderful Reception. As George mentioned in his opening remarks, part of today programme is to raise support for the Agent Orange victims. 
I would like first to share with you a piece of news. You may recall that in a debate at the House of Commons in April this year, mentioning the AO issue, George said: "I do not raise the issue in any anti-US spirit, but as an appeal from one close ally to another to recognize that there is a debt of honour that now needs to be redeemed." Last week, on the occasion of the 50th Anniversary of the American war in Viet Nam, President Obama in his remarks drew attention to the remaining problems associated with the Agent Orange legacy of the war in Vietnam. He called for the disability benefits for the US veterans who continue to suffer from diseases connected to Agent Orange. For the very first time in history, after 50 long years since the war ended, an American President publicly acknowledged the fact that US former soldiers who fought in Viet Nam suffer from diseases caused by AO. Though this is only the first step, and nothing has been said yet about  millions of Vietnamese victims, it seems to me, George, your heartfelt appeal has started being heard.
To be sure, the AO issue in particular, and the consequences of the war in Viet Nam are NOT an issue between the United Kingdom and Viet Nam. As a matter of fact, the British government under Prime Minister Harold Wilson decided not to send British troops to Viet Nam, against strong pressure from the US. There was also a very strong antiwar movement in the British public, for which we remain most grateful. 
So, indeed, today we are here not to address any sorrow legacy of history that happened between us. Instead, we are here to look at the great state of our bilateral relationship.
But before I move on, for those, who love history, today is quite a special day. Exactly 200 years ago, on the 18th of June, 1812, President James Madison of the United States of America declared war on Great Britain, thus marking the start of the 1812 war between the two countries. All I want to say is I do not think George chose this date on purpose. Believe me, it just happened to be today!
Well, Ladies and Gentlemen, now turning back to us. Without any debt to repay, any past sins or wrong choices to make up for, we are here today to talk about our happy ties at present, and look forward for ever brighter future in our bilateral relationship. As George wrote in the invitation, you are invited to come and celebrate the Anglo-Vietnamese relations, which are now at their best ever. I feel very honored and blessed, that over the past year, since I presented the Credential to Her Majesty the Queen in June 2011, we have witnessed many fine developments in our relations. We successfully implemented the first Action Plan of the UK-Vietnam Strategic Partnership, we conducted the first ever Strategic Dialogue which was co-chaired by Minister Jeremy Browne, we signed the first MOU on Defense Cooperation, and had a number of high ranking visits both ways, including the visit of the President of the National Assembly of Viet Nam last December, and the visit last month by Secretary William Hague to Hanoi – the first visit of a British Foreign Secretary after 17 years. 
It was also the year we inaugurated the first direct flights connecting London with Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City and getting us closer. Indeed, it was a year of so many of the great first things.  In the field of economic and trade cooperation, we have seen impressive growth. Both the British export to and import from Viet Nam has increased by 26% during the first three months of this year. We are well on track to double the two way trade by the end of next year.
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We have, therefore, all the ground to believe that our bilateral relations will continue to develop and be strengthened in all areas in the time to come. Two months ago Minister Jeremy Browne and I, on behalf of the two Governments, signed the second ambitious Action Plan for 2012, and just in a few weeks, Minister Jeremy Browne is scheduled to visit Viet Nam and co-chair the Second Strategic Dialogue. We are working closely together also to prepare for the Joint Economic and Trade Cooperation Committee to meet later this year in the UK, and to agree on a programme to celebrate the coming 40th Anniversary of our diplomatic relations next year.
Allow me to take this opportunity to express our sincere thanks to Minister Jeremy Browne and APPG Chair George Howarth, other members of the APPG for your tireless efforts and strong commitments to further promote and strengthen the fine relations between our two peoples.

I would like also to thank you all, who come here today as friends of Viet Nam, old and new, to celebrate our relationship and to show that as the true friends in need, you care about the AO victims and those who are unfortunate in Viet Nam. I should mention the presence here of Mr. Len Aldis the Secretary of the British-Vietnamese Friendship Association who has made the cause for the AO Victims in Viet Nam his single life mission. I can see here many other long-time friends who have been standing by us for decades, especially during our most difficult time in the past. I just cannot mention all your names and we simply cannot thank you enough either. 

Our deep appreciation also goes to the generous sponsors of this event, especially the Leaders of all the three major parties in Parliament, Prime Minister David Cameron, Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg, and Mr. Ed Miliband for sending personal gifts for auction; Dragon Capital, Viet Nam Airlines, Singapore Airlines, IDS, Oc-Eo Gallery, many others supporters, the Verdandi Camerata Ensemble and its music director Uyen Khac; and last but not least, I would like to thank the Office of APPG Chair George Howarth and my colleagues at the Embassy who spent a lot of time and hard work to make this great evening possible. 
Thank you!
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