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THE RVN PENITENTIARY SYSTEM
AND

THE CIVILIAN PRISONER QUESTION

The penitentiary system of the Republic of Viet-Nam consists of a network of 42 

reeducation centers scattered throughout the national territory. Of these, two have been 

destroyed during last year's fighting and are no longer in operations the Quang Tri 

Center and the Binh Long Center (located in An Loc) were leveled to the ground by enemy 

mortars and shells. The forty remaining centers are divided into two groups: five major 

installations administered from Saigon and 35 provincial centers that fail within the 

responsibility of the respective provincial authorities.

Distribution and capacity

The five reeducation centers administered from Saigon are:

- Con Son with a capacity of 9,614 inmates

- Chi Hoa with a capacity of 7,^90 inmates

- Tan Hiep with a capacity of 1,778 inmates

- Thu Due with a capacity of 1,422 inmates

- Dalat (for juvenile delinquents) with a capacity of 1,000.

Thus, the total capacity of the centrally administered reeducation centers in the 

Republic of Viet-Nam cortes to around 21,000 inmates at any one time.
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The provincial centers are much smaller in size, mostly in the range of ZOO inmates 

to a center, with some having a capacity of less than 2Z0, this being the case of Dalat 

(different from the above-mentioned reformatory for young offenders), Kontum, Gia Dinh, 

Binh Tuy, and Kien Tuong.

If we add up the capacity figures of all the reeducation centers in the Republic 

of Viet-Nam, we come to a total figure of less than u-0,000 inmates for the whole country. 

In actuality, the number of inmates held at any one time in the centers usually tends to 

fall below the capacity figure.

The latest statistical count, taken in December 1972, for instance, shows that if 

the largest center, Con Son, was filled to slightly beyond capacity (9,898 inmates), 

others like the Kontum Center held -only 82 inmates for a capacity of 200, or the Kien 

Tuong Center, 21 inmates for a capacity of 230. In other words, the Republic of Viet- 

Nam’ s penal system is very much like that of many advanced countries in the world in the 

sense that here, as elsewhere, there is absolutely no compulsion to put people in jail 

unless they have done something judged to be seriously detrimental to society.

In fact, the Vietnamese police and courts are sometime publicly accused of being 

too lenient with acknowledged malefactors (Cf. the public complaint, printed in Chinh 

Luan of 22 May 1973, by the residents of Tran Quy Cap Street in Saigon about a gang of 

hoodlums that remain unpunished even after repeated complaints having been lodged with 

the authorities). Vias it not Max Clos also who, writing in Le Figaro at the beginning 

of 1972, qualified South Viet-Nam as being a permissive society—one of the great attrac

tions for the small man in comparison to the austerity obtained in Vietcong areas?
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Legal protection for the citizen

But the main reason why the Vietnamese reeducation centers are not always packed 

is because the citizen of the Republic of Viet-Nam, unlike his counterpart in the North 

or in Vietcong areas, now has an array of constitutional and legal guarantees at his 

disposal. Not only is he constitutionally protected against arbitrary arrest, once 

arrested he is also legally entitled to a public trial and a defense lawyer and can be 

incarcerated only if proved to be guilty and convicted.

A criminal suspect in the Republic of Viet-Nam may be brought to court and tried 

under one of two codes, a common penal code which empowers the courts to mete out senten

ces for such antisocial behavior as murder, robbery, arson, etc. and a wartime code that 

applies in cases of willful violations of the public order. Until recently, most terro

rists working for the Communist insurgency movement have been tried under this last code 

because the crimes they committed (even serious ones such as assassinations, grenade 

launchings into crowds, the mining of roads, shootings into civilian buses, the burning 

of civilian houses and churches, schools and dispensaries, etc.) were not considered to 

be motivated by greed , want or anger as in the case of the common malefactors. Their 

actions were politically motivated and aimed at disrupting the public order. Civilian 

spies working for the enemy were also tried under this code.

It is this situation which led to the classification of civilian prisoners in the 

Republic of Viet-Nam into two main categories: the common criminals and what is regular

ly referred to as 'Communist criminals'. Of the latter type, before the exchange of 

civilian prisoners was started, the Republic of Viet-Nam held 5»O81 people in its 
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reeducation centers.

The exchange of civilian personne1

The exchange of Vietnamese civilian personnel captured and detained by either side 

in the Viet-Nam Conflict is provided for in Article 8(c).of the Paris Agreement on Ending 

the War and Restoring Peace in Viet-Nam of January 27, 1973» and further elaborated in 

Article 7, Article 8(B), Article 9(B), Article 11(C) and (D), Article 12 and Article 13 

of the Protocol Concerning the Return of Captured Military Personnel and Foreign Civi

lians and Captured and Detained Vietnamese Civilian Personnel.

The full text of Article 7(A) of the Protocol reads:

(A) The question of the return of Vietnamese civilian personnel 

captured and detained in South Vietnam will be resolved by the 

two South Vietnamese parties on the basis of the principles of 

Article 21(B) of the Agreement on the Cessation of Hostilities 

in Vietnam of July 20, 195u- which reads as follows:

'The term 'civilian internees' is understood to mean all

persons who, having in any way contributed to the political and 

armed struggle between the two parties, have been arrested for 

that reason and have been kept in detention by either party 

during the period of hostilities.'
t

Article 7(C) stipulates that within 15 days after the signing of the Agreement, 

the two South Vietnamese parties would exchange lists of the Vietnamese civilian person

nel captured and detained by each party and lists of the places at which they are held.
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Article 7(B) says that ‘the two South Vietnamese will do their utmost to resolve this 
question [of civilian prisoner release] within ninety days after the ceasefire comes into 

effect.’ Article 12 provides for international supervision by the ICCS (International 

Commission of Control and Supervision) of the return of civilian personnel ’at each place’ 

where they are released and for investigation of all possible violations of the provisions 

of the Protocol.

Acting in accordance with these provisions, the Republic of Viet-Nam representati

ves have from the very first made ready to give to the other side a full listing of the 

5,081 civilian personnel in Government custody in accordance with Article 7(C). But when 

the turn came for the other side to produce its list, the National Liberation Front 

representatives could come up with a list of lrf-2 names only. This was on February l^,the 

last day on which they were supposed to produce a full list. The figure of lfl-2 civilian 

personnel held by them was such a ridiculous figure that even the NLF representatives 

felt apologetic about it. And so, on February 2^, they brought up their figure to 200 

confirmed, saying they were having difficulties communicating with their own people. 

Later on, when they were pressed further they doubled the figure to ^00, a figure which 

they subsequently revised upward to ^29 and finally to 637.

But the Communist side was the very first victim of its lack of seriousness. Its 

fooling around with the figures merely proved the patent lack of goodwill with which it 

approached the peace settlement. Especially when it is realized, as the Government of 

Viet Nam was later able to demonstrate, that during nearly two decades of the conflict 

the other side has kidnaped, captured and detained 67,501 civilians, among whom were
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16,754 Government cadres and personnel of all branches and echelons.

With the Communists so uncooperative, it is small wonder that the 90 days after 

the signing of the Paris Agreement, which were envisioned as the time frame in which the 

■t'wo sides would do their utmost to take care of the civilian prisoner question, have 

dragged into almost twice that many days without the question getting any nearer to a 

satisfactory solution. Go far, only a few hundred personnel have been exchange by the 

two sides.

It was not until April 24 that the two sides agreed on an initial exchange of 7Z0 

Government-held prisoners against the 637 GVN personnel which the Communists claimed to 

be all they held. There were several reasons why the scheduled release of civilian 

prisoners could not be completed within the 90-day limit prescribed by the Protocol 

attached to the Paris Agreements

- ;irst, there was the previous experience of exchange of military personnel 

detained by each side (the POW's). Although the mutual release of POW's was supposed to 

be completed 'within sixty days of the signing of the Agreement' (Article 4(A) of the 

Protocol), i.e. no later than Parch 2Z, 1973, the Communists kept some military detained 

personnel belonging to the Government side well beyond that date. Witness their subse

quent releases of 23 military personnel on April 10 (near Kontum), of 12 others on April 

11 in Quang Tin Province and of another 29 in Kontum Province on April 17, etc.* Even 

♦ Incidentally, this cannot in any way be interpreted as an indication of Vietcong
'generosity' since the returned prisoners are all sick people whom they cannot put to 
work. The returned prisoners all reported that healthier companions were either forced 
to work for the other side or even impressed into their army, in direct contravention
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some u-10 POVj's whom the Communists in a Four-Party Joint Military Commission session 

promised to return to the G-VTJ at Due Nghiep were subsequently never released. And 

this does not take into account the many POW's known to have been forced by the Communist 

side to make anti-Government and anti-U.S. statements on their radio broadcasts, who 

subsequently also were never handed over to the Republic of Viet Nam authorities.

- Secondly, what was billed as 'civilian personnel' by the Communist side turned 

out to include a good number of military personnel, i.e. POW's, whose release was sche

duled for completion on Larch 2Z at the latest. Thus, for instance, 32 military per

sonnel were included among the first batch of 63 'civilians' returned to the Government 

side at Loc Ilinh on April 28.

- Thirdly, there was the great discrepancy between the figures acknowledged by 

each side and the figures claimed by the other side related to this question of detained 

civilian personnel. In brief, the claims and counterclaims can be summarized as fol-

1 ows : 

of Article 8(B), Article 9(A) and Article 1 of the Protocol on Prisoners. The 
Communist refusal to release all POW's to date is a direct violation of Article 
8(a) of the Agreement and Articles 3 to 6 of the Protocol.
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As of mid-April 1973.

(A)
Claimed by GVN* side Quality of

information

(B)

Acknowledged by Percentage of 
B/Athe other side

67,501 civilians lull details available 142 0.2 0/0

(of which 16,75s'- as regards names, dates then 200 0.3 0/0

are cadres) of birth, addresses, then ¿POO 0.6 0/0

circumstances of arrest then 429 0.7 0/0

bv the other side. then 637 1. 0/0

Also consistent throughout.

Claimed by VC

200,000 Inconsistent. 5,081 2.5 0/0

then 100,000 then challenged, no details 5. 0/0

then maybe
50,000

were provided.
10.2 0/0

rhe_ extravagant jqlaam

A quick look at the above table shows that the GVN side has been consistent 

throughout in both the number it claims to have been detained, by the Communist side and 

the figure it acknowledges from the very first to have detained of the other side's
<

personnel. In every individual case also, the Government stands ready to give all the 

details necessary. especially in the case of the enemy personnel in its hands, the 

Government had full records as to the dates and places of their capture, the names and
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vital statistics of the captured personnel as well as the reasons for which they were 

incarcerated, the records of fair trials given then, their medical records while in 

Government detention camps, etc. In other words, while they were in Government hands, 

the Government was fully accountable for them, in complete accordance with international 

practice, as required by Article 8(B) of the Protocol on Prisoners.

The same cannot be said of the other side, both in regard to their claim(s) (since 
t

to them, apparently 100,000 or 200,000 or 50,000 are all the same, just figures to be 

quoted with no need to back them up with facts) and their acknowledged figures. Here, 

too, it took quite some doing before they were willing to raise the original figure of 

lu-2 to 637, representing less than 1 percent of the total the GVN claims to have been 

captured by the other side. It does not take a Solon to realize that the 5,081 persons 

acknowledged by the Government side to have been in its hands represent a much more 

plausible figure than 1^2 or even 637 and a more equitable ratio as compared to even theb
most extravagant claim put out by the other side.

The many inconsistencies and tergiversations on the nart of the Communists should 

at least tell us about the confused situation in which they are operating (lack of 

coordination, lack of a well thought out policy, lack of serious intent)— that is, if 

we do not wish to impute to them even darker schemes and motivations. The Communist 

negotiators themselves have on several occasions admitted to ’communications difficul

ties* with their units in the field. In these circumstances, the least one can say is 

that figures advanced by the Communist side are by their very nature suspect.

Yet the wildest figure ever claimed by the Communists (that there are 200,000
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political prisoners in South Viet-Nam) somehow seemed to fire the imagination of a 

largely gullible world press and of an absurdly ignorant public opinion outside Viet- 

Nam. (Was it because, as the Communist negotiators themselves pointed out, they got 

that figure from the cress itself? In other words, here we are running into a vicious 

circle where imaginary figures are quoted by the press, then taken into the conference 

room by the Communist negotiators to be quoted again, this time as confirmed ’facts’, 

in the press.) When pressed for detailed information, the Communist negotiators who 

obviously has none to offer were forced to bring down their estimates, but a good 

portion of the world oress apparently felt no such urge to be that responsible in their 

statements.

Unable to justify their original claim, the Communist negotiators halved it to 

100,000, another totally imaginary figure even if it’s a conveniently round one. Asked 

how they could arrive at such an estimate, they said they based themselves on the number 

and capacity of the RVN jails. This was doubly ridiculous not only because they over

estimated the capacity of the RVN reeducation centers, but also because even if that 

had been the capacity figure,- there was nothing that dictated that the reeducation 

centers-would have to be packed to the roofs. In other words, another figure that shot 

straight out of their heads.

When confronted with the actual capacity figures of RVN reeducation centers, the
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Communist negotiators once again shifted their grounds and said lamely that the figure

might in fact be smaller, something in the range of 50,000. By then, the Communist 

negotiators had cut such poor figures that it would be uncharitable to press them further. 

They were simply left to stand as best as they could, in the shifting sands...

Wie^Y_political jorisoners_'_ issue

Little does the foreign press know that it was falling into a Communist trap by 

repeating the Communist figures, lor in quoting unfounded figures—and even writing 

editorials about it— the press not only lends its voice to the enemy, but also makes a 

mountain out of a molehill by dealing with an issue which does not even fall within the 

jurisdiction of the Faris Agreement.

Indeed, it would take a better than vivid imagination and a good bid of stretched 

interpretation to think that in some way the Paris Agreement covers ’political prisoners' 

who belong neither to the Government side nor to the KIA . For Article 7(A) of the 

Protocol on Prisoners quoted earlier, which has been most explicit about the definition 

of 'civilian internees' as found in Article 21(B) of the 195u- Geneva Agreements '...all 

persons who, having in any way contributed jto_ the political and armed struggle between 

the two parties, have been arrested for that reason...1(Italics added.- Editor's note). 

Thus, even had there existed political prisoners in R’/Ii reeducation centers, they would 

not be included in the Paris Agreement unless they have 'contributed in any way... to 

the struggle between the two parties' and can be demonstrated to have been 'arrested 

for that reason.' In other words, the Paris negotiators in drafting their agreement 

correctly felt that unrepresented parties did not belong within the framework of their
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negotiations.

There was nothing particularly strange about that, just as there was no room 

in the Agreement for common criminals.

Objections might be raised as to various ’famous’ cases such as the case of 

Lawyer Truong Dinh Dzu, Deputy Tran Ngoc Chau, Mrs. Ngo Ba Thanh, etc. Surely, some 

would say, they were neither Communists nor common criminals.

Let us take the case of Lawyer Truong Dinh Dzu. In a public plea dated March 10, 

1973, and sent to the President of the Republic, the Chairman of the Senate and the 

Chief Justice of Viet-Nam by Mrs. Truong Dinh Dzu herself, her husband's encounters 

with the law have been detailed quite admirably:

'On lsi- April 19bS, my husband has responded to an interview printed in the Times 

of London and broadcast on the BBC, in which he did say: 'To obtain peace in South Viet- 

Nam, we must talk directly to the National Liberation Front, and after the negotiations 

it will be hard to escape some form of coalition with them.'

'Because of that statement, the Government has .given orders for my husband's 

arrest...

’On 26 July 1968, my husband was put on trial at the Special Military Court for 

III Corps and sentenced to five years of hard labor for the crime of ’seeking to debi

litate the people's and army's will to fight the Communists.'

'On 9 November 19o8, my husband was sent to Con Son and on 31 May 1969, he was 

allowed back to Chi Hoi because of his serious heart condition.'
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Thus, it is clear that I r. Truong Dinh Dzu was tried under the special wartime 

code mentioned at the beginning of this document. While his sentence may be seen by 

some as exceptionally harsh, the following should also be notedi

- hr. Truong Dinh Dzu was tried not by a kangaroo court or dealt with arbitrarily 

or summarily as in the case of the vast majority of victims-of the Communists. He had 

the full benefit of a defense counsel, was tried publicly in full view of the press,' 

and sentenced on the basis of laws that had long been in the books.

- Secondly, he saw his sentence at hard labor reduced to simple imprisonment 

after a little more than six months.

- Thirdly, his poor medical condition was fully taken into consideration, which 

is why his sentence saw an alleviation in the first place.

- ’ ourthly, at no time in her plea did i.rs, Truong Dinh Dzu link his arrest with 

the fact that he was a losing candidate for the Presidency in 1967 (although the fact 

of his running was briefly mentioned in the text). (Cf. ’this responsible renorting 

with the much too common linking of the two facts in the foreign press.)

- fifthly, according to the Paris Agreement, ; r. Truong Dinh Dzu fits exactly 

the categories of prisoners mentioned in Article 7(A) of the Protocol on Prisoners and 

so, he could have been handed over to the Communist side. Instead, he has been released 

since and given back to his wife and family.

As for the others, Deputy Tran ngoc Chau, i.rs. Hgo Ba Thanh, the student activist
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Huynh Tam Ham, etc. they have all knowingly and willfully contributed to the ‘political 

struggle' waged by the other side against the Government, they have all been ‘arrested 

for that reason' and so, the Government is perfectly willing to hand them over to the 

other side once a schedule for their release can be agreed upon with the Communist 

negotiators.

By insisting upon the ‘political prisoners' issue, the Communists are merely 

resorting to a very effective if cheap trick, and that is: On the one hand, they 

deflect world -public attention from their own miserable record of prisoner treatment 

and release (cf. the testimony brought back hy the U.S. POW's, the Comaaunists* release 

of p U.S. captured personnel out of a total of over 300 missing in Laos, their return 

of only 1/6 of the RVH military personnel believed captured by their side, their 

release of less than 1/100 of the civilian personnel captured by their side, etc.) while 

on the other, they make themselves the champions of a sunposedly neutral element 

standing in between the Government and themselves. In fact, what they are doing is to 

effectively gag those who count themselves as the third element by preempting one of 

their Possibly most notent issues while actually only talking on behalf of their own 

agents (the Huynh Tam Lam's and the Tran Ngoc Chau's).

By their instant renlay of the Communist charges (including the accusations of 

Debris and L’enras), the foreign press unwittingly makes itself the mouthpiece for a 

phantom or near-nhantom issue. How many correspondents, one wonders, took time out 

to check on the veracity of the reports? How many had the integrity, in reporting 

Debris and I enras, to identify these avowed Communists as such? (Cf. the alacrity
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with which the nress reports George Carver's CIA affiliations.) This, therefore, is 

the extent of the foreign press’s bias and blindness to real issues in Viet Nam.
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Appendix 1
FROM JAILS TO REEDUCATION CENTERS

The Republic of Viet-Nam, established in October I95t>, did not set up a penitentia

ry system of its own but inherited the penal facilities that were already there since the 

French occupation period. In this, it found itself in a situation not markedly from the 

North Vietnamese government when it came to power in Hanoi in 19^4. But whereas the 

Republic of Viet-Nam was concerned with improving the conditions obtained in these penal 

institutions, the North Vietnamese authorities have found it fit to keep conditions at more 

or less the same situation under the French.

When the French were still ruling Viet-Nam, they had a number of their most infa

mous institutions established right in the c" ter of major cities like Saigon or Hanoi with 

a view to serve as concrete warnings to potential malefactors. Thus, in Saigon, for ins

tance, the Central Prison, famous under its French abbreviation "Centrale," was only two 

blocks away from the Governor General’s palace. Meanwhile, one could go down the main 

street of town, the famous tree-shaded Catinat, and often hear sharp cries of pain coming 

from the torture chambers directly facing the Cathedral of Saigon. In other words, the 

French penitentiary system in Viet-Nam was a very medieval structure in bad need of reform.

I960 ; Establishment of reeducation centers

Under the First Republic (I95t>-I9b3 ), the Government of Viet-Nam decided on a vast
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program of reform centering on two main objectives: to remove all jail facilities from 

the center of the Capital and to improve upon the conditions at all other penal insti

tutions .

Consequently, the massive dungeon-like "Centrale" was torn down to be replaced in 

recent years by an ultra-modern building, the National Library of Viet-Nam. The Catinat 

interrogate on chambers were remodelled into offices of the present Ministry of Interior. 

The French "Deuxieme Bureau” on Thong Nhat Boulevard, next door to the present American 

Embassy, is now a police station and the "Polo” interrogation chambers in Cholon have 

been transformed into pacific classrooms.

Jail wardens who under the French were for the most part little more than illite

rate brutes have gradually been replaced by Supervisors with legal training or at least 

have been retrained in one of the periodic in-service training courses organized since 

I960 (there have been 3 2 such courses organized between I960 and 1970). Others in the 

higher echelons of command have been sent abroad to the United States, Australia, England, 

France, Japan and the Republic of China to learn about more humane and more progressive 

methods of prisoner treatment. In other words, prison reform in the Republic of Viet-Nam 

started as far back as the early I9oO’s, not long after the country had given its adhe

rence to the standards spelled out by the UN in a special Conference on. Crime Prevention 

and Prisoner Treatment held in Geneva from August 22 to September 3, 1933.

Prison reform in the Republic of Viet-Nam also was not limited to a change of names 

from "prison” or "jail" to "reeducation center.” Along with the renaming of the facili

ties went a thorough reform that reached into the actual day-to-day treatment of the 
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prisoners. As a result, one finds extra-curricular activities going on in the reeduca

tion centers that were not normally associated with prison life only a decade or two ago.

For instance, the prisoners on Con Son are allowed in their free time to cultivate 

vegetable patches and/or raise pigs and other domestic animals right outside their quar

ters to supplement their diet. A very small but telling indication that the prisoners 

in at least one camp on Con Son Island , Camp IV, had more than adequate food: in one 

corner, instead of the usual vegetable and roots commonly grown (yam and bindweed) one 

finds a little plot grown to spices—hardly a necessary ingredient in the diet.

Besides being allowed out in the open air seven hours a day (in two shifts) for bat

hing, eating, exercises and work, the prisoners on Con Son also have their volleyball 

hours on Sunday in which they can do other things as well. Prisoners who wish to can 

also attend civic education classes held in the open air outside the above-mentioned se

ven hours of free time every day. Others are allowed to have text-books to study in their 

compounds so that periodically they may take regular examinations organized by the Minis

try of Education. Thus, for instance, from 1961-62 up to last year there have been a 

total of 3,56> persons allowed to attend regular Ministry of Education classes and take 

exams ranging from a Primary Education Certificate to a Baccalaureat II (High School 

Graduation Exams). Of these, 2901 persons have passed their respective exams, represen

ting a ratio of 6/7 of the candidates--a much better ratio than obtained outside the 

Centers

Beside these regular Ministry of Education classes and/or exams, another I7>,I2U 

inmates have attend civic education classes between I9b^ and 1972. Ninety-eight percent 
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of the inmates on Con Son Island are literate as a result of this enlightened educational 

policy, representing a literacy rate much higher than obtained outside the centers.

As far as the practice of their religions is concerned, the inmates of the reedu

cation centers are given entire freedom to practise them. That is why Con Son Island is 

full of pagodas and churches built by the prisoners themselves over the years—which ex

plains the admittedly modest proportions of these religious establishments.

As for their relations with the outside world and their families, the prisoners 

are allowed to correspond regularly, to receive gift packages (from their families or cha

rity organizations) and even periodic visits from their parents and relatives (once or 

twice a week at the mainland centers and a minimum four times a year on Con Son Island).

Periodically also, the Vietnamese Red Cross and its parent organization, the Inter

national Red Cross, send inspection teams which visit the centers and subsequently submit 

reports about their respective conditions. This civilized practice is a far cry from 

anything that the Communists, including those in Hanoi, can boast for their penitentiary 

systems.

Special treatment and disciplinary measures

On Con Son Island, a good number of inmates are allowed outside their camps with a 

minimum of supervision to do farmwork (growing rice and manioc and fruit crops such as 

papaya and banana, etc.), animal husbandry (goat and duck raising, chicken and pig and 

rabbit breeding), carpentry and fishing. Others are also engaged in administrative work 

such as bookkeeping, typing, janitoring, etc. for which they receive modest remuneration.
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Handicraft workers are provided with tools and operate in a workshop producing many items 

(canes, chopsticks, Chinese chess boards and pawns, tortoise shell combs and bracelets, 

etc.) that are later put on sale in the Handicraft Center of the island. The Handicraft 

Center itself is a cooperative business run by an educated and senior inmate on the island.

Thus, in many ways, if Con Son today is a breathtaking island it is due in no 

small measure to the labor put in by the inmates of the reeducation center out there.

The new concept of reeducation center in the hepublic of Viet-Nam thus allows for 

the liberation of man even in periods of his life when he is under confinement. For a 

large center like Con Son to operate efficiently and not degenerate into anarchy, a mi

nimum code of discipline is called for such as: wakeup at six in the morning followed by 

salute to the flag and exercises, chow and rest times at specific hours of the day,etc.

Prisoners who faithfully keep to the rules of camp discipline are rewarded by a 

more lenient treatment and less supervision. They do not have to demean’ themselves by 

informing on their camp companions to get extra cigarets and beer (as in the case of 

American POW’s held in Hanoi), they do not have to betray their own conscience in ex

change for minor favors. A cooperative inmate on Con Son Island is simply one who keeps 

to camp discipline: this is hardly the stamp of an inhuman society.

On the other hand, recalcitrant inmates who would do everything to violate camp 

discipline {such as shouting or peeing when the flag is being saluted, fighting with other 

inmates, etc.) necessarily invite disciplinary measures the harshest of which is confi

nement to an isolation cell. This explains the existence of these cells, nicknamed



"tiger cages," built by the French in 19*0-19*1. Thus, it would take a hypocrite or one 

totally ignorant of penal conditions around the world to believe that isolation cells 

exist only in Viet-Nam.

Yet, apparently to the Don Luce’s and other muckraking journalists of his ilk 

the "tiger cages" were for all intent and purpose the creation of devilish minds that 

could only exist in Viet-Nam. And so, it was not below their dignity (do they have any in 

the first place?) to cheat a little: the story of their cheating will be reconstructed 

in a photographic essay in the present study. Admittedly, the "tiger cages" story made a 

big bang for Life which was half dying in 1970 and catapulted Don Luce and hie p resent at ive 

Anderson, the cheaters, into the national celebrity categories in the United States. But 

little did they know that for all their labor, they have earned nothing but contempt in 

the eyes of a very small people, the Vietnamese, who now hold them cheaper than dirt. 

Because they are liars: let them refute the expose of their trick as contained in this 

documents

Health conditions on Con Son

Under the Prench occupation period, there was a popular saying about Con Son that 

goes:

Con Non di de kho ve

Gia di bo xac, trai ve nfim xufdng.

It’s easy enough to go to Poulo Condore but it’s hard

to come back from there

Old people go there to die, young men come back with
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little more than their skeletons.

Poulo Condore, or Con Son in Vietnamese (Con Non being a dialectic deformation 

of the phoneme "L" traceable to the region of Thai Binh in North Viet-Nam) and renamed 

Con Son or Con Dao in recent years, was indeed a terrifying term because only prisoners 

serving long sentences would be sent out there where the water, being of mineral origin, 

was quite unhealthy and not potable. Add to this the brutish treatment reserved to the 

prisoners by the semi-illiterate jail wardens and one can imagine the terror that "Con 

Non" represented to the Vietnamese of three or four decades ago.

The water situation has not yet improved on Con Son, but care has been taken to 

make the prisoners boil the water before drinking. The wardens, too, have been retrai

ned as we have seen earlier in the text and so, the arbitrary and brutal treatment of the 

center inmates has been reduced to a minimum. The isolation policy has also helped in 

separating particularly dangerous inmates from their fellow prisoners, thus reducing to 

zero the casualties owing to mutual elimination among the prisoners in the last several 

years. (Only one murder case was recorded last year and it was a warden killed by a 

prisoner who hit his victim on the forehead with a heavy stick.)
. /

Thus,'in recent years a period on Con Son no longer meansdeath although sanitary 

conditions still have a long way to go on the island. The testimony of a medical stu

dent who spent 40 months on the island during I9t>o-70 treating the inmates and the islan

ders gives a total of 9 7 deaths during the whole period out of a total of 14,000 inmates 

brought out to spend time on the island during that time. This represents, according 
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to his calculation, a ratio of 0.7 percent for the 40 months or less than 0.2 percent 

per year (2 persons out of every 1000 inmates a year) (See Doi Dien No. page 14). 

This is hardly an alarming ratio by any standard’.

Meanwhile, although health and sanitary conditions on the island still leave to 

be desired, the same testimony reports that when the student first went to the island in 

July I96o, there were only two chief nurses in charge of all the medical situation out 

there. Obviously, they were also assisted by some who were medically trained from among 

the island’s inmates. But that was still hardly adequate. By May 1970, however, the me

dical personnel on the island has markedly improved to 10 trained nurses, headed by a 

full doctor and assisted by from 5 to 10 assistant nurses in each camp, representing a 

total of about 70 people (Doi Dien No. 4h, page 8).

i1



Sectional and schematized representation of Tiger Cages
Don Luce went up the stairs and took the pictures from the control corridor,thus giving 
the impression that we are dealing with "pits." By concealing the fact, Luce was guilty 

lying* In reproducing Luce’s account and pictures without checking further, Life 
simply went after a scoop and thus, was guilty of thoughtless sensationalism.
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Appendix 2
THE CIVILIAN PRISONER EXCHANGE

14 Feb 1973 Last day for exchanging

The RVN representatives

Civilian prisoners lists (Protocol article 7 (C) ). 

ready with a. list of 5,081were civilian personnel

25

captured from the other

24

24

tatives

Feb 1973 Accused

Liar 1973 The NLF

Apr 1973 The NLF

Apr 1973 The NLF

of ill will, the NLF

Apr 1973

side

could come up with a

during the entire war, but

list of 142 names only.

came up with a new listing

brought the figure up to 400

brought the figure up once more to 429.

the NLF represen-

of 200.

came up with what-they claimed to be the final figure of RVN 

personnel captured by their side during the entire duration of the war : 

637 persons.

First time actual agreement was reached between the two South Vietnamese

parties with regard to the mutual release of a total of 1387 civilian

26 Apr 1973

prisoners held by

RVN announced the

in Loc Ninh on 27

both sides.

release of 750 NLF personnel in two groups

April and the rest on the 28th at the same

: one of 400

location.

The ULF agreed to release 637 RVN personnel at 14 different point in the 

national territory.
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28 Apr 1973 Actual release by RVN of 100 NLF personnel in Loc Ninh.

The NLF released 63 RVN personnel at Loc Ninh, but 32 of these 6? people 

were actually POL’s and not civilian personnel.

Last day of civilian prisoner release envisioned by the Faris agreement. 

Protocol Article 7 (3) says that "the two South Vietnamese parties will 

do their utmost to resolve this question within ninety days after the

ceasefire comes into effect."

30 Apr 1973 The NLF released 322 RVN personnel, including. 28 in Quang, Tri Province

and 294 in 3inh Dinh Province.

The scheduled release of 400 NLF personnel by the RVN side did not tak<

place because the NLF refused to guarantee 

personnel into their zone.

(Note: Among the personnel released by the

military officers and among those releiased in Binh Dinh,

military personnel)

8 May 1973 200 NLF personnel were released by the RVN si'-re i.t Qua ng Tri, but four

chose to remain with the RVN. The release of another 450 

was

The

scheduled for the next t’ro days.

NLF also promised to release 252 RVN personnel on 11

9 May 1973 The NLF refused to accept the 250 civilian prisoners returned to them

on the Thach Han River because 10 of the first shipment of 25 asked to
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be allowed to stay in South Viet-Nam with the RVN side.

11 May 1973 The RVN side refused to accept 132 civilian personnel returned to them 

by the NLF because the NLF kept refusing to grant safe passage for ICCS 

personnel into their zone. 250 NLF personnel were returned to the 

Communists on the Thach Han River, but 23 chose to stay with the RVN side.

31 May 1973 -The NLF promised to release 207 RVN civilian personnel on 1 and 2 June 1973, 

but the exchange never materialized because the NLF did not want to grant 

safe passage to ICCS members into their zone so that the exchange could 

be supervised.

This crisis, made worse by Canada’s decision to withdraw from the ICCS, 

has lasted to this day and practically paralyzed the process of civilian 

prisoner exchange between the two South Vietnamese sides.

i
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Appendix 3
A CRITIQUE OF DOI DIEN 46

The present document is about to go to press when Doi Dien (Confrontation), the 

major underground little magazine in the country, comes up with a special issue, No. 4b 

(May 1973), entirely devoted to the penitentiary system of the Republic of Viet-Nam and 

the political prisoners issue.

Usually muckraking of the kind indulged in by Doi Dien does not deserve an 

answer. For who ever tries to refute all the allegations of The National Enquirer? But 

the foreign press cannot be expected to know that Doi Dien is little better than the 

Enquirer, and since the special issue of Doi Dien No. 4-6 is about to be translated into 

English and French and be published abroad by anti-RVN elements, it behooves us to put 

a few dots on the i’s and to set the record straight, especially where the magazine 

tries to mislead public opinion.

Facts mingled with half-truths

Doi Dien No. 4-6 consists of two parts. The first section (pages 1-16) is a 

documentary study of diseases found among the inmates of Con Son from July 1968 to 

November 1971. This document, part of .a graduation thesis of a M.D. identified only by 

his initials N.K.T., is reproduced here without the author’s permission (See Editor’s 

Note, page 1). The document, being a scientific inquiry with no ulterior motives, is 
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the only relatively objective and trustworthy testimony in the entire magazine.

The rest is a jumble of press reports, articles, selected commentaries taken 

from the socialist (like .ivanti) or leftist press, so-called documents and foreign 

testimonies, the whole thing larded with editorial comment more noted for its innuendoes, 

distortions and satiric points than its actual enlightening of the issues involved.

There is no room here for a thorough analysis of the way the magazine cleverly- 

mingles facts fiction, opinions with truth, causes with effects, etc. in short, the 

’•’hole gamut of New Left interpretations of Life. But to see through the trick, one must 

at least list out, with concrete examples taken from the magazine issue No. 46, the 

more common ways its editors hide or distort the truth:

- To show and insist on only half of the situation. For instance, the magazine 

cover itself emphasizes the main contents of the issue: ’’Article 11 of the Paris Agree

ment" and "The Penitentiary System." It is clear that Article 11 of the Paris Agreement 

applies to both sides in the Viet-Nam Conflict and that the liberalization of the wartime 

restrictions on civil liberties can only be implemented on a parallel basis, i.e. gra

dually through mutual consultations and based on. an equivalent amount of goodwill on 

both sides. By forgetting that the article is binding on the Communists, the magazine’s 

editors simply do not touch upon the extent the Communists fail to live up to it. By 

making article 11 binding on only one side ithe GVL ) , it becomes child’s play to prove
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that it still leaves much to be desired.

Another example: On page 17, the editors quote the Vatican’s communique issued 

issued after President Nguyen Van Thieu Visit to the Holy Father, where the latter 

’’has especially drawn the attention of President Thieu to the question of political 

prisoners still held by the two sides." Though the communique clearly says "the two sides," 

nowhere in the magazine the editors believe it is their responsibility to deal with the 

political prisoners held by the Communist side. Of course, they could plead ignorance, 

but at they should say that much.

Thus, apparently the editors of Doi Dien believe that half the story is as good 

as the whole story.

- To reprint others’ distortions and let them stand as the truth. On page 22, the 

magazine reprints an article by Giancarlo Zizola in II Giorno (Roma) where the author 

wrote: "The Vatican’s communique clearly emphasizes the distance .which the Pope deli

berately takes in dissociating himself from President Thieu’s political line." The maga

zine’s editors who elsewhere are very liberal with footnotes and editorial comment let 

the above absolutely untrue statement go by.

- To put' words in people’s mouths. On pages 28 and 29, the magazine’s editors 

reprint a letter to the Pope wherein the authors insist that President Nguyen Van Thieu 

claims his policies to be conform to Christ's teachings, that in fact he is acting in 

the name of Christ. Ore would have to rack one’s brain to ever find any such statements
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on the part of President Thieu.

4

- Outright lies. On page 31, a petition sent to the Pope claims that there are 

jails at the district level in Viet-Nam. The fact is that there are reeducation centers 

only from the province level up. In fact, not even every province has its center, as we 

have seen earlier, there are 45 provinces in the Republic of Viet-Nam but only 35 

province-level reeducation centers.

.mother outright lie says, on page C>8, that there are isolation cells on Con Son 

nicknamed "chuong ngua" (horse stables) besides the so-called Tiger Cages and the 

"Chuong bo” (cow sheds). The prisoners themselves on Con Son probably would laugh in 

one’s face if one goes around asking for these imaginary "horse stables.”

In a footnote on page 40, it is claimed that Thich Hanh Tue, who appeared in a 

Tiger Cage photograph printed in Life, was subsequently killed in retaliation. The 

editors fail to ment ion that Thich Hanh Tue died in 1972. l.hat, one wonders, made the 

wardens on Con Son ’•'■ait until t’ro years later to kill a man who simply appeared in a. 

tricked photograph? Besides, he ’'’as not the only one that appeared in the photos. Why 

would he be singled out for retaliation two years later?

How to blow up a mole hill

Lacking solid arguments, the editors of Doi Dien have learned to snake mountains 

out of mole hills. Thus, in the matter of figures of political prisoners in RVN 
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reeducation centers, there is apparently only one list of actual names advanced by a 

Canadian delegation representing the International Committee for the Liberation of 

Politics 1 Prisoners in South Viet-Nam.

How many names does the. list contain? Answer: 129 (page S3).

Yet the magazine’s editors let go unchallenged figures that go as high as 100,000 

(page 30), 200,000 (page 23), or even higher if vaguer estimates like the ’’hundreds of 

thousands” mentioned on page 45, etc.

Thus, it becomes patent that the editors of Doi Dien are trying to blow all out 

of proportion an issue which, if it exists at all, is minimal and hardly deserves the 

tons of ink that have been expended on its behalf. Not that the political prisoners 

issue does not matter, but certainly the Paris Agreement involves quite a bit more than 

129 persons. If the editors of Doi Dien and people of similar .convictions could in some 

way convince Hanoi of shortening the vrar in Indochina, then they probably could save 

as much as five times that many lives in any one day.



LITE ON CON SON ISLAND

Midday rest period in the compound.



Chow time outside the confinement quarter.

Morning wash.



Taking a .bath in Camp I.

Laundry hour.



Thu Duc Women's Penitentiary



Chi Hoa Reeducation Center

*

*
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The story of a frauds

In 1970 Life printed a series of oictures of the 
so-called Tiger Cages on Con Son Island brought 
back to the United States by Don Luce who acted as 
interpreter for a Congressional delegation which 
visited the island some time earlier. The story 
made instant headlines and established as 'facts' 
the 'barbaric' conditions of Vietnamese peniten
tiaries. Photographic evidence is here presented 
on this and the next three pages to show how the 
facts have been deliberately misrepresented and 
how pictures can be made to lie.

(Above) Outside view of Tiger Cages: The cells 
are no humid pits dug into the ground. (Left) 
A tall American measures the cells' height.



The Life pictures gave the impression that 
here we are having to do with unsheltered, 
open air pits where the inmates would get 
anything from sun and rain to insults and 
garbage ’from above'--as they would do to 
animals in imperial Rome. Luce never made 
clear in his accounts
- That these are isolation cells, that exist 
in any penitentiary system, to keep dangerous 
and recalcitrant elements from the crowd.
- That these cells were above the ground.
- That they were very adequately roofed over.
- That nothing ever gets thrown from above.

(Above) Roofed-over control corridor for 
the guards. (Right) Picture of cell taken 
from above, from control corridor.



Morning inspection.

Civic education class



In the workshop making canes.



A classroom.

A prisoner-run refreshment 
stand.



A clinic (Chi Hoa)



<

A prisoner-run pigsty.

Prisoner-raised chickens.



Prisoner-grown garden natch.

Prisoner-run brick lacrory
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