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Building Grassroots Political Systems…

BUILDING GRASSROOTS POLITICAL SYSTEMS

 IN THE CENTRAL HIGHLANDS
VO KHANH VINH *
Abstract: The article analyzes and assesses the reality of building a grassroots political system in the Central Highlands recently. Basing on the findings of the research, the author proposes solutions to continue improving models and institutions for the regional sustainable development.  
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1. Reality of building grassroots political system in Central Highlands provinces 

The Central Highlands has several typical features in terms of geo-economics, population, geo-political, geo-society, and political-legal culture. Central Highlands typical features may have multilateral impacts on organizing and operating grassroots political systems.  

Before the Resolution number 10-NQ/TW (2002) of the Politburo about developing socio-economic and guaranteeing defense, security of Central Highlands  in the period 2001 - 2010,  grassroots political systems of Central Highlands revealed a lot of setbacks in organizing and operating. In several units, organization frameworks and positioning officials were not appropriate which led to ineffective operation, lack feedback from society and situation of the community. A number of officials were incapable of management and deficiency at ideology. Some communities lacked communist organizations, while some still did not have communist members. The leadership of communist party, management of local government and other citizens’ bodies still contained unclear cut operation, red tape, subjective behavior and blind to conflicts of socio-economic development, especially issues concerned land usages and religion. They lacked prompt implementation of policies for ethnic minorities as well as stagnant and ineffective reaction to turbulent possibilities. They also did not show full respect to or were too dependent on self governing mechanism of villages and communes.
The resolution 10 NQ/TW of Politburo determines that Central Highlands is the strategic area in terms of national economy, society,(*)defense, security and environment. Base on that assumption, the communist party and government have got tailor-made policies to stabilize security and socio-economic development of Central Highlands, including policies directly concern building, reinforcing, perfecting grassroots political systems. Provinces in the Central Highlands have vigorously implemented those policies and positive results gained show the positive changes. 

1.1. Major achievement

Up to date, Central Highlands includes 722 grassroots units (commune level) with 7778 villages/ blocks. The communist party cells in those units have significantly been reformed in terms of organization, content and activities towards more practicality, attach political management of community issues to building grassroots political systems. The process of expanding communist bodies has gained positive results: there are only 284 out of 7778 communes/blocks without communist cells, and 34/7778 without communists. The quality of commune/town communist has been improved sharply. In 2012, there were 352 out of 722 grassroots communist cells awarded outstanding offices, only 7 of 722 were reprimanded for deficiency. 

Comparing to the past performance, local governments have been making considerably progress, especially in building a government for people, managing and developing socio-economics, alleviating poverty and eradicating hunger, refreshing the relationship between communist cells and local government. Officials have been selected and standardized step by step. Activities of communal councils have become better in terms of preparing contents, appearances for local sessions and the quality of memorandum is being improved. The communal committees’ activities have been properly regulated, law abiding behavior becomes regular among officials especially chief officials, and the manner of working up to citizens’ expectations has been appreciated. Grassroots governments have paid more attention to democracy, citizens’ ultimate power, the self election and governance of communes’ councils and the role of communes’ chief in ethnic communities when dealing with issues related to people’s concerns.  

Fatherland Front and other communal unions have tried to reform their activities, manner of working, actively build communism, supervise offices and officials do their tasks and lead movements. In essence, many large movements initiated from grassroots zones have been contributed to the understanding and solidarity among ethnic minorities and reduced tension, especially in complicated areas such as serious security violation and land usage conflicts. Fatherland Front activities have focused much on scheme of self governance blocks, exploitation of volunteers in the communes/ blocks together with engaging the role of commune chiefs, elites in the communities.

Officials of grassroots political systems have undergone considerable changes in terms of quantities, proportion and qualities. To date, the number of communal officials in the five provinces of Central Highlands is 14,554 people (state officials were 6,541 people and staff were 8,013 people). The shortage of personnel has been partially improved by the preparation for the young and the female officials to take office. The policies for the personnel in the grassroots political systems and the non-specified officials in the difficult areas have been amended. Those officials have regularly been educated both specific and political knowledge. Their responsibility and manner of working have attached more to citizens, aiming at guaranteeing human rights and increasing democracy in the region. 

Generally speaking, the process of building and renovating grassroots political systems in the Central Highlands has attached to the policies of the communist party and the government towards completion of personnel positioning and enhancement of top to toe political systems. Results of the procedure can be seen in the improvement of management performance, reduction of all-absorbing attitude or mismanaging orientation, increase of communism role in dealing any issue arises in the area. The local government has proven effectiveness and efficiency in performing their tasks, actively dealing with security matters and increasing citizens’ life. The activities of the Fatherland Front and other unions have become more and more effective; the role of personnel in grassroots political systems increases in quantity, qualification, task performance, manner of working and responsibility. 

1.2. Some issues today 

First, the model of grassroots political systems built in Central Highlands is the smallest structure all over Vietnam. Regarding this model and its application, we need to address some cognition matters.  

Grassroots political systems of Vietnam have been built and operated accordingly with the whole political system. In general, they are equally organized in all levels, all areas and types of the zone. For every component of the grassroots political systems, there is a duplication of central offices to grassroots units because the structure of personnel is exactly the same despite working scales and typical features of local offices are different from that of the central agencies. This needs to be properly reformed. In term of hierarchy, grassroots political system is at the lowest rank but it is not just a branch of the higher offices. These units directly relates to and deals with the working and living environment of people. Referring to the grassroots units means the host role of the citizen and the form of community activities and social relations. Local governments are the places where citizens express their cognition and power through democratic representatives and direct democratic representatives, and those offices are the first places dealing with any litigation, conflict in legal life. In the management system, grassroots local administrative agencies are the lowest, however they are the foremost initial and foundation of the democratic system. Despite their lowest ranking, local governments are the most important targets that highest hierarchy, namely communist party and central government’s policies aim at through propaganda, policies’ implementation so that people may understand, believe and follow. Local government is the doer of communist party and government’s policies. It not just manages and administrates state agencies but also self controls social communities, these actions mingle with each other such as law and villages’ regulations coexist. Local governments are imbedded in the people’s mind, because officials are mainly from local citizens so they have a lot of advantages in reducing red tape and corruption. These local officials directly deal with people’s request and tie with kinship, tradition, customs and lifestyles of the zones. The above features of the local government show that applying stereotype of higher structure grassroots political systems to the lower levels is not practical, it does not fully exploit local advantages, even partially becomes obstacles to the zone’s socio-economic development. 

Next, grassroots political systems in Central Highlands are not different in term of structure and operation from other areas of the country. In reality, each zone special characteristics should be considered when building and/or reforming grassroots political systems. For example, there are many different features among mountainous and plain communes, in the North versus in the South; even within one zone, there are considerable differences about population, area, number of villages, population diversification, ethnic structures, religion, education, customs, socio-economic development goals. Grassroots political systems are the most affected institutions regarding operation and structure. 

Central Highlands provinces share the distinguishably similar features within the zone, so they have many advantages in implementing the government and communist party’s policies on democracy, guaranteeing citizens’ rights and benefits. Upon that context, grassroots political systems in the Central Highlands need a good structure to fit the demands of the region. Applying some special policies in reforming grassroots political systems in the Central Highlands recently has gained positive results but it is still short of scale and quantity. 

Furthermore, the structure that the whole Vietnam applies now including grassroots political systems is exposing defaults in structure and operation mechanism. Though the communist party states that power belongs to the citizens and grassroots political systems are the way, the place people set their supreme power but it appears that the real power of people has not been fully applied in the process of building and renovating grassroots political systems in Vietnam today. There are still neglect attitudes, fears over violations of people’s power, mechanisms, and representative institutions in grassroots political systems as well as lack of proper recognition in rights and legality of implementing state political power. Vietnam grassroots political systems have not been established and operated in accordance with democracy rules, state of law. They focus too much on typical features and do not pay enough attention to the universal features of grassroots political systems. The mechanism “communist party leads the way, state operate, people supervise” giving communist party the supreme leadership has not clearly defined independence, equality, cooperation among institutions of grassroots political systems in implementing people’s supreme power. It just forms a general model and needs to states the factual functions of grassroots political systems as well as content and functioning manner of each component. Besides, the issue of forming and using political personnel resources has not been appropriately understood and mentioned in the thinking of grassroots political systems, therefore the communist party policies on personnel scheme have been quite short of range, personnel plan for state and social organizations scatters. There has not been a comprehensive view on political human resources for the whole system, especially the human resources for communist party including nurturing political leaders. Meanwhile, the process of renovating grassroots political systems occurs slowly, it lacks revolutionary changes, breakthrough thinking and comprehensive, consistent policies. The pace of the renovation is quite slow comparing to that of economic renovation in the past ten years. Up to now, the Vietnam grassroots political systems have not completely got out of the model of communist dictatorship.   

Second, grassroots political systems in Central Highlands provinces have a loose relationship with their upper political institutions and do not enjoy a completely harmony relation with traditional self governance of the society. The loose relationship of grassroots political systems with their upper institutions in the Central Highlands provinces does not represent for all institutions or activities in the political system. In other words, the loose relationship does not mean the surrendering of leadership or governance; it just shows that the cooperation and supervision, consistency of the upper and lower institutions are not good enough. The loose relationship is most clearly expressed in the activities of Fatherland Front and people’s unions. 

The reasons for this reality come from a number of factors. In term of objectives, they are the situation of geology, transportation, and means of communication. In terms of subjective matters, they come from improper thinking of some personnel about the position, role, functions, and tasks of grassroots political systems and the unity of political system in implementing general development goals. The scheme of cross inspecting, supervising within political system has not been carried out in the forming and operating process also contributes to the relationship among counterparts as well as upper institutions. Moreover, typical features of Central Highlands also add to the situation, such as local Fatherland Front and other unions can independently choose the most suitable propaganda campaign basing on population, ethnic, religious matters of the region. 

From the perspective of the relation between local grassroots political systems and other components of traditional self governance society, we can see that there are signs of incompatible existence. Apart from villages of the South or the North connect closely to the communes’ administrative system, Central Highlands villages have quite independent mechanism. Before 1975, Central Highlands was a traditionally pure community with three characteristics: economical self governance, political independence and pure culture. Up to now, despite considerable changes, Central Highlands villages are still of indigenous society and the connection among tradition and renovation, or past and present is loose. Through fluctuations, community features are still prominent and durable of Central Highlands villages, especially those of low economic development level. In terms of politics and legality, villages’ community features attached to the role of chiefs and/or respected people. Therefore, we need to guarantee the unity and effectiveness of local grassroots political systems without hurting cultural value of villages’ politics and legality for the sustainable development. However, to date the compatible level between organization and operation of local grassroots political systems and the role of chiefs are not up to expectations. This may be because local grassroots political systems have not fully exploited positive aspects of traditionally self govern society or expelled the negative sides of these factors. Consequently, there are conflicts in dealing with local socio-economic matters. In turn, it is the opportunities for opposition forces to penetrate and fight against the regime. 

Third is the organization setbacks, the weakest component in the building and using political personnel resources for grassroots political systems in Central Highlands provinces. Follows are the drawbacks of personnel and political resources in Central Highlands:

The quality is insufficient, especially in the remote areas though quantity is enough. Their qualification, operation ability and factual activities are still limited. A number of personnel do not understand the current situation of the citizen, of the region clearly therefore they cannot attract people’s attention or support to implement policies of government and communist party regarding human rights properly. 

The political structure of local grassroots political systems is not reasonable. The proportion of indigenous, female, young officials is not equivalent to the typical features of Central Highlands and local administrative socio-economic requirement. Up to date, there are still 284 out of 7,778 villages without communist cells, 34 villages without any communist, the number of ethnic minority officials are decreasing because of insufficient standardization. 

Personnel plan has not been received enough attention, and the proposal does not meet factual training and using needs. The plan has not attached the training and using personnel, especially indigenous officials. The red tape of recruiting fellows is not rare, the behavior of appraising certification rather than capacity, experience or responsibility is still common. Several Kinh officials working in the ethnic minority people can neither speak their languages nor understand culture and customs so they do not get people’s confidence. The reality is that training core officials for villages has not been paid much attention, and the role of villages’ chief has not been exploited either. 

Political human resources training for the demand of the current situation is not up to expectation, the pace of qualification/ standardization is still slow, and we lack potential human resources. The local officials’ retraining is not compatible, paying too much on political trends and techniques rather than administration and operation skills. Worryingly, the qualification of indigenous officials is not sufficient enough while the content, curricula, training methodology is not useful and practical which leads to neglect from these staff. 

The favoring policies for the official are not up to expectation, especially towards part time participators. They suffer shortage of spirit and material awards, and sometimes the unreasonable policies on local officials such as salary, land use may deteriorate their enthusiasm and effectiveness. 

Fourth, the level of unreasonable operation of grassroots political systems in Central Highlands provinces reveals in the operating manner of Fatherland Front and other people’s local unions. Regarding the communist cells, the absorb-all attitude or intervening too much on local government or other unions in many places, revealing in the resolution of the local communist cells focusing on administrating, managing rather than political orientation. Sometimes, local communist cells’ resolutions are identical to the upper offices ones which do not match the grassroots situations. In managing political tasks, local communist cells are slow at propagandize government’s policies and communist’s resolution or ruling offices and do not pay enough attention to broadcast politically ideology. The procedure of implementing directions and resolutions focuses too much on meeting but the factual implication to the areas is not up to expectation, especially in determining the orientation of development and solutions to foster inner potentials to develop local socio-economics. There are still careless implementation of policies, lack of checking and recommendations. Some local communist cells are not capable of dealing with local urgent issues. 

To the Fatherland Front and other people’s unions, their content and operation manner gain slow renovations, several movements have not fully exploited their own members’ voluntary and the quality of activities do not last long. Campaigns teaching and informing policies on democracy in many regions are still passive and not of priorities.  The Fatherland Front and other unions’ supervision on local government is still limited. Their activities have been shy of encouraging people actively and positively engage in fighting against corruption, red tape, bureaucratic, wastefulness as well as protecting people’s legal rights and benefits. In some zones, Fatherland Front even ignore hot issues so they obviously cannot help to reduce those evils. Despite some achievements in the past, Fatherland Front activities in communes and other local people’ group movements are revealing some unsuitable implications.  

2. Solutions to continually perfecting models and institutions to reform grassroots political systems for Central Highlands sustainable development

We can choose either of the following two options to continue reform structure and operation of grassroots political systems for the sustainable development of Central Highlands. 

Option 1: Building local grassroots political systems in Central Highlands based on overall fundamental reform of Vietnam political system in terms of structure and operation scheme. This option results from the demand of rethinking about Vietnam grassroots political systems in all aspects: nature, features, functions, role, structure scheme and operation mechanism, based on which a complete model of grassroots political systems will be introduced towards a fundamental reform aiming at feasibility, compatibility, and suitability with the changing world. Vietnam should not continue skeptical view on building and reforming grassroots political systems. The grassroots political systems reform should be carried out on the complete reform of the old viewpoint, thinking and working manner. 

Basing on the principle of people’s supreme power, the overall model and reform strategy of political system, Vietnam should aim at following the nature and goal of building a democracy, implementing and fostering people’s rights through state institutions and non-state agencies. Therefore, democratizing and building democracy should be a permanent, stellar of grassroots political systems structure and operation. Strategy of reforming grassroots political systems in reality is the building and developing a democratic, law-of-state political system aiming at increasing position and capacity of people in engaging government activities through representative schemes and social supervision upon their power, preventing violation of people’s power. The process of building political systems and implementing reform of political systems should pay attention to their typical and universal features. Basing on such a consideration, the following measures should be sanctioned. First, we should foster study of theoretical issues regarding reforming political systems. Second, we should change the operation scheme of political systems, tying at the supreme political power of people. Besides, we have to consistently implement people representative and build mechanism for people’s representatives in power institutions of political systems. Third, we have to respect people’s right to restore opinions and diversified ideas for the striving of the country, as well as building a scheme for political leaders publicly answer voters’ questions. Fourth, we have to pass law of communist leadership management, defining concretely items in Constitution 2013 in issues relating government structure and human rights. We also need to specifically define the role of Fatherland Front and other socio-political unions in related documents, amend Law of Election and promulgate Law of social supervision. Furthermore, we must actively set legal framework for the establishment, development and maturity of social unions. Fifth, we ought to implement breakthrough in the relation between political systems’ components, ensuring their own equal, independent position, function, goals, operation manner in implementing power given by the people. It is crucial to repair the situation which one organization has complete power over political systems and uncontrollable, as well as the strict implementation of one stuff model for all administrative levels at all areas over the country. Sixth, we have to continue increasing the quality of officials through planning for developing political human resources and complete schemes for managing all those officials. It is necessary to distinguish chiefs and technical experts so that we can have a comprehensive procedure of selection and usage them. A public process of selection and assess officials should be proposed, with the participation of people. The struggle against red tape, corruption, moral deterioration must be fostered together with increasing political capacity, technical qualification and freedom of expressing opinions. The execution of individuals abusing power needs to be strictly implemented. Seventh, benefits should be made public base on which a scheme for controlling and maintaining interest within an acceptable range is reached, so that group interests do not harm that of national and people. Eighth, political systems should be based on people to get reform. In fact, it is the implementation of direct representative democracy and enhancement of the agents, building a scheme of controlling power effectively and synchronously so that all power belongs to people, not by anyone else. 

Results of fundamentally general model reform structure and operation scheme of Vietnam political systems are the premises of implementing grassroots political systems in Central Highlands in the coming time. In principle, local grassroots political systems in the Central Highlands must be an integrated component of Vietnam political system. Besides, they must have their own typical features in terms of structure and operation scheme. These special features need to be considered both in large and small scale to have a comprehensive model of political systems for Central Highlands. 

The first option is the optimal, complete, sustainable reform solution. However, we can only reach this when all terms and conditions of cognitions and resources are met, with the complete will of the people and the communist party. 

Option 2: Building grassroots political systems in Central Highlands based on maintaining the existing model of political systems in Vietnam with consideration of the development need by institutions of political systems and the affects of typical Central Highlands factors. 

In this option, we need to build a model reforming structure, content and operation manner of political systems in Central Highlands today. This model is the combination of several solutions. 

First, we have to concentrate on reforming content and management manner of local communist cells. In the coming time, we need to reform the commune resolution quality so that it meets the demand of the situation, all communist cells have to get their own management plan and direct implementing orientation and completely end the all-absurd task, such as doing the function of communal council. The plan should get the help of district’s communist party organs and the participation of grassroots people while building and supervising it. In term of structure, we need to propose a suitable model for commune communist cell as well as completing regulation of local communist cells, avoiding bureaucratic manner. We also need to unite two positions, communist cell leader and the chairman of the commune council. The process of developing next communist generations for appointing vacant positions should get serious attention, and the supervision of people is the key to find out communists’ misconduct behaviors and execute these issues. 

Second, it is crucial to reinforce complete, reform and increase effectiveness of local government. Commune council must prove the power that people gave them through diversifying representatives such as grassroots people, non-communist members, and respected people. The communal council session must be carried out at accordingly with requirement and procedure; the content should be carefully prepared focusing on fundamental issues of the area. Preparation for any session should get the direction and approval of district council rather than overlap mission. The election procedure should have fair nomination to propose eligible and capable candidates, in case someone does not meet the requirement of education background, the practical experience, respect and quality may compensate. The nominees should periodically be trained of action skills such as supervision, interrogation and gained more improved preferred policies. 

Communal council needs to complete their responsibilities and duties of people’s committee, chairman of people’s committee and other members of the council, the cooperation among different sections and the scheme for people participate in supervising and administrating the activities of people’s committee. Officials should get permanent employment if they work in technical departments and base on their positions or responsibilities. For remote communes, the requirement of geographical features is the priority in positioning officials, such as employing more staff paid by communal annual budget with subsidy of district and province, so that they can fully devote to their missions. 

Third, we should pay more attention to reforming structure and operation manner of Fatherland Front and other local people’s unions. The content and operation manner of Fatherland Front and other unions need to match different criteria, diversify manner of collecting members and cooperate official and unofficial organizations to involve more people, increase positive effects of socio-economic orientation and self management of the community in building new lifestyles and democracy. First of all, Fatherland Front and other unions need to combine officials and the old chiefs of communes, the respected people to let them involve in socio-economic activities. These forces may help solve potential conflicts, build a peaceful life in the areas and prevent peace revolution of aggressive forces. Structure of Fatherland Front and other unions should be adjusted towards opening more opportunities for important people in the region, those who are most respected and good at completing tasks as well as having experience in gathering people. Besides, we need to increase operation budget for unions aiming at self control expenses and implement fair policies among Fatherland Front officials and other unions equally to equivalent positions in the political system. 

Forth, we have to establish grassroots political systems’ relation in accordance with coherence, support, aiming at best serving people. Within the relation among organizations of the political system, we must pay more attention to the relation between communist cells and communal council. There should be more reform in defining the role of Fatherland Front and other unions, remove the bad thinking about the role and ability of Fatherland Front officials together with enhancing the role of communist cells on propagandizing and setting good conditions for Fatherland Front and other unions performing well as the foundation for the local grassroots political system.

We also need to have a regulation that under commune level is village, acting in a self control manner therefore minimizing state budget. Self controlled blocks are encouraged to established and consolidated to solve their inner issues. Furthermore, we have to reduce workload burden of village while communes are redundant, so that we can avoid committing to management beyond our responsibilities and organizations. Especially, we have to fully assess the role of old chiefs in the new context. Upon that foundation, we could fully exploit the role of old chiefs by assigning some expenses for them and other religious organizations if they are under influence of government. 

Fifth, there should be more complete reform of official aiming at specifically training and properly usage within Central Highlands, this is the most crucial strategy in creating stability and development in all aspects of socio-economic, security in the Central Highlands. 

Sixth, the breakthrough reforming structure and operation of grassroots political system in the Central Highlands is the implementation of democracy inside communist party and the whole society. The true nature of reforming political system is the implementation democracy and empowerment to people. In local areas, this attaches to enhancement of local grassroots political system quality and democracy regulations. Therefore, communist party and government should listen to people’s petitions, act on behalf of people, open talk to people and try to eradicate red tape, bureaucracy, corruption, privilege, cover. Besides increasing people’s knowledge and self control of local people, we must consolidate the board for implementing democracy in commune, district and province level, consolidate the leadership and cooperation of communist cells and other organizations in carrying out democracy in the region so that all people may involve in related issues.
Though the second option is not completely perfect, it is still feasible in the coming time because it matches the need of existing society conditions in Central Highlands including stability, resources and other social factors. This option is also compatible to the conclusion of Resolution of 5th Session of 9th Congress Central Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam about “Reforming political system in commune level”, the conclusion of the 11th Congress, Central Committee of Communist Party of Vietnam  session 7th about “Continuing reforming and completing political system from central to grassroots level” and latest is the decision of Prime Minister about “Implementing plan for the Conclusion of 12-KL/TW dated 24, October 2011 of Politburo about continuing Resolution number 10-KL/TW (Congress 10th) about developing Central Highlands in the period 2011-2010”.
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