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Dear Brad, 
 
Here are a few updates from abroad. 
 
Ho Chi Minh City 
 
Whole blocks of Saigon are being vacuumed away, 
replaced with Gucci and Burberry stores. Meanwhile, 
Vietnam’s economy pulses along and the streets are 
as fizzy as ever. Vietnam’s growth over the last 
decade has been remarkable; what were dirt 
sidewalks stretched along the road from the airport to 
downtown just a few years ago are now trim concrete 
and brick.  
 
Development continues apace. Even so, as we map 
out our continuing strategy to find a foothold in the 
busy commerce of Vietnam, the trade press paints 
conflicting news about the health of the local 
economy. 
 
According to the Vietnam Nam News, several 
thousand businesses shut down in HCMC in the past 
year, crushed by dropping exports and a lack of 
affordable credit. Lending rates for small businesses 
are in the 18% range. Couple that with inflation that is 
in the same general range and it is a double-
whammy for local businesses. Dollars are coveted 
because they hold their value, compared to the VN 
dong. As in the US, savings accounts pay squat 
(0.1%) for dong-denominated accounts. Kien 
suggested that I should set up a dollar savings 
account in HCMC; these accounts are fetching 3.5%, 
probably better than a business venture might yield—
but not nearly as much fun. 
 
Growth is steady, but unpredictable, with some 
slackening in exports caused by a slump in demand 
in Europe and general economic malaise. Other 
news pieces talk of the problems caused by 
environmental contamination in the expanding 
fisheries sector, with tight attention paid on food 
safety and sustainability. Sustainability is a key 
challenge, particularly for inshore fisheries (the 
average fishing vessel sports a 50 HP motor, which 
discourages deep-water fishing and strains local 
populations). Shrimp, lobster, catfish and tuna are 
key seafood stocks. 
 
If you're dispirited about reading the gloomy 
economic news: inflation in double-digits, interest 
rates for credit at nearly 20%, dong savings accounts 
paying 0.1%  (hey money-hedgers: dollar-
denominated savings accounts are 3-4%), you can 
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always duck into O’Brien’s in District 1 and forget 
about your troubles, Irish-style. 
 
It’s not all bleak; in another issue of the VN News, it 
is written that Ho Chi Minh City will need an 
additional 75,000 workers in the near term, rising 8-
10% in the second quarter. Most of the demand 
“expected to arise in the electrical, electronics, 
telecom, mechanical engineer, textile and garment, 
footwear, information technology, services, 
tourism…” several of them sectors that need testing, 
which brings us here.  The workforce is young here. 
 
Discussions with the local partner went well and the 
representative office should be getting started in a 
few months. In our brief meeting with Kien and his 
team—just about 10 minutes long—we locked up the 
general terms of cooperation; the Rep office is on the 
rails. Sometimes, are like that: five years of 
investigation, five minutes of finalization. 
 
We’re always buoyed by the support of the US 
Commercial Services, whose trade specialists and 
local support is like a calm cool pool in the hectic fray 
of a foreign country. To that end, we’ll be returning in 
a few weeks to participate in the 2012 “Trade Winds” 
event that will bring US businesses together to 
support trade ties with Vietnam, Thailand, Singapore 
and Malaysia.  More here: 
(http://export.gov/pennsylvania/tradewinds/) 
 
Someone asked me what Vietnam’s development 
was like. I suppose that it can be likened to driving 
behind a driver that has imbibed too much, heading 
in a definitely discernible direction down the road, but 
swerving from side-to-side. Sometimes a steady 
hand is all that is needed, or to hitch a ride from a 
friend. 
 
Speaking of the road, just off of Route 80 between 
Cheyenne and Laramie, Wyoming is the 
unincorporated town of Buford, which was settled in 
the mid-1800s and once contained about 200 
residents. Now, the population is 1. The 10 acre town 
boasts a gas station, a trading post and a café. Don 
Sammons has been running the place for 20 years 
and has recently sold the town at auction for about 
$900,000—to a Vietnam resident. 
 
The unidentified buyer—from Ho Chi Minh City—
stated that “owning a piece of property in the U.S. 
has been a dream, so I decided to make a trip to 
Wyoming to bid on-site. It was a long journey, but I 
made it at last. It is the American Dream!” (emphasis 
supplied). Seems Mr. Sammons is a Vietnam vet and 
offered the following bit of zen: “I had been to his 
town in Vietnam, now he’s buying my town. We have 
similar interests and are both Buddhists. It has 
brought me full-circle.” Works for me. 
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Hitching a Ride from a Friend 

 
 
Da Nang 
 
Quitting HCMC, we headed north to Da Nang, 44 
years after my father first arrived, under decidedly 
different circumstances. He would recognize the 
approach from the air, “Monkey Mountain” or Sơn Trà, 
visible to starboard on the southern approach. It has a 
large Buddha overlooking the China Beach area of Da 
Nang. He would say that they would always fly “feet 
wet” keeping water under their wings and distance 
between themselves and the anti-aircraft armament 
hiding in the hills. 
 
Da Nang Airbase (now Da Nang Airport (DAD)) 
supported the Republic of Vietnam Air Force during 
the war. The US used it as a major northern base until 
the pullout in 1972, stationing service personnel there 
from the Air Force, Army, Navy and Marines. The 
coastal area is/was popularly known as “China 
Beach.” 
 
We’re here for the APEC TEL 45 meeting, which is a 
subsidiary activity of the Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation with a specific focus on 
telecommunications matters. The focus of our interest 
is in the APEC TEL Mutual Recognition Arrangement 
(MRA) which facilitates the acceptance of test data 
and, hence, trade, across the 22 participating 
economies (at least the ones that have implemented 
the MRA).  
 
Against the broader background of this multi-lateral 
engagement, the one-on-one discussions are 
profoundly useful for sorting out misunderstandings 
and creating a basis for common agreement on a 
variety of matters.  
 
Da Nang was once one of the busiest airports in the 
world—as a single runway— during the Vietnam-US 
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conflict, handling something like 1500 flight operations 
per day some 85 miles sourth of the DMZ at the 17th 
parallel. 
 
The Da Nang airport is still used for military flight 
operations. Our ride out of Da Nang was delayed 
while the Vietnam Air Force’s blue MIGs went around 
the pattern.  Here, one slows under the pull of a drag 
shoot.  
 
This area and south towards the Mekong River has 
historically been home to the Cham people, with roots 
dating back ~1500 years to the Kingdom of Champa. 
The Cham had heavy influences from the Hindu 
culture, as can bee seen by the surviving artifacts. 
 
One of the remaining cultural icons is the ruins of Mỹ 
Sơn (“mee sun”—means ‘beautiful forest’) in the 
mountainous area some 50 miles southwest of Da 
Nang, built during the 4th to 14th Century AD, which we 
visited during a break in the APEC TEL action. 
 
Our tour guides Thuy (“twee”) and Hien (hee-yan) 
kept up a lively bit of chatter in the 90 minute drive to 
Mỹ Sơn. The sometimes kidney-rattling ride is worth 
it. We pass innumerable rice paddies, small towns, 
grazing water buffalo (which leads to a discussion of 
American bison—seems that George has had the 
chance to pet a few). We compare and contrast these 
beasts as well as “bap” or corn (“Do you eat corn in 
America?” Thuy asks. Yeah, just a little) and who is 
better liked in Vietnam, Brad Pitt or Matt Damon (Pitt, 
hands-down).  
 
We arrive Mỹ Sơn. Our small group overlaps a sizable 
French tour, composed of over-heated and exhausted 
retirees. We join this swarm of brightly-dressed 
citizens of Gaul, exploring the small group of temples 
that are opened for public view. 
 
The US bombed the crap out of Mỹ Sơn in 1969, 
carpet-style, to rout out the VC who were using it as a 
base of operations. It’s a shame, really, because 
several of the structures date back to the 4th Century; 
about ninety percent of the ancient temples were 
crushed, the red bricks scattered, sculptures and 
carvings dating back over a millennia pounded into 
dust. Few intact artifacts remain, although a number 
are preserved in the local Cham museum.   
 
They were in better shape one hundred-odd years 
ago when French archeologists hacked through the 
astonishingly dense jungle foliage and discovered the 
assortment of temples and building. Major restoration 
was undertaken in the 1930s. Many buildings were 
uncovered, some were used for ceremony and some 
for meditation. 
 
The construction is very much like Angkor Wat, which 
shares its Hindu cultural foundations, but more 
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modest in expanse—at least the part that is viewable. 
The buildings of Mỹ Sơn are constructed primarily of 
brick (one building is cut limestone); the monumental 
effort that must have been required is staggering, 
especially given the topography and vertical heights 
that had to be overcome to bring in building material. 
My guess is that pachyderms placed a key roll, as 
they did at Angkor Wat. 
 
Note, too, that these ancient architects did not 
conceive of the arch (or if they did, they eschewed it) 
for spanning doors, windows or large spaces. The 
closest facsimile was created by stacking up slightly 
off-center bricks until they lay against each other, 
more or less closing the gap and supporting the 
pseudo-arch in this fashion. 
 
Only one of the seven main temple areas is open for 
public view. The rest are either under halting 
restoration or are left fallow, slowly being gnawed 
away by the vegetation and dissolved by the 
prodigious rains that fall in these highlands. 
 
We followed the French tour group out of Mỹ Sơn and 
headed into the town of Hoi An, another town with a 
deep cultural heritage, now blooming as a tourist 
destination. There, we bumped into the rest of the 
APEC TEL group out, too, on excursion before the 
main meetings the following Monday, which would 
take up various projects and programs aimed at 
fostering the evolution of telecommunications in the 
APEC area, notably, expanded broadband access, 
expansion of cyber-security cooperation and the red-
hot area surrounding spectrum use and re-allocation, 
notably for mobile applications.  
 
The forum is a couple of things, first to share country-
specific efforts that are taking place in individual 
economies and second to work on common projects 
that would serve the APEC community. It’s also a 
great excuse to get to know ye fellow regulators.  
 
The next meeting is in July in St Petersburg, Russia. 
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Note the pseudo-arch and the Hokies shirt. 

 

 



 
Korea 
 
After the MIGs all got airborne it was time to head 
north through Hong Kong (again) and onto Seoul. 
We’re following up on meetings we had when Gov 
O’Malley took his delegation through Asia last year, 
related here:  
http://acbcert.com/blog/2011jun/blog5.asp 
 
Major joined me from Taipei and we had a chance to 
knock around Seoul and partake in some local 
cuisine. Some venues merited a pass. 
 
This will be the first activity with HCT (formerly known 
as Hyundai Certification and Testing Centre) and 
feature technical training. Our hosts provided a 
positively fantastic venue to present EMC topics 
ranging from EMC in Nuclear Power Plants to 
Automotive EMC.  Our good host, Mr. Bong-jai Hur 
and his talented staff pulled out all the stops for the 
event. 
 
The core of Korea’s export economy is the consumer 
products sector, of course, with automotive gaining 
ground. The military issues are of concern too, what 
with the third generation Kim routinely rattling high 
tech sabers just over the border. The young Dear 
Leader was getting to ignite the North’s latest rocket 
in a day or two. (We all know how that turned out. 
Rockets are really, really hard to make.) 
 
The seminar turnout was good—about 150—from 
various industries and testing organizations. We had 
a pretty full room until the end so it was encouraging 
when Mr. Hur said that most people leave after lunch. 
 
Post-seminar celebrations were conducted at a local 
Korean BBQ joint, with “soju bombs” (Korean 
boilermakers) duly made and passed about. Toasting 
was enthusiastic and sincere, so I suppose we’ll 
manage to get back and do some more (training, that 
is). 
 
DMZ 
 
With a free day, Major and I decided to head the hour 
north to see what all the fuss is with the border. The 
DMZ, or demilitarized zone is one of the most 
militarized places on the planet. Over 1.5 million 
soldiers (wearing North and South Korean uniforms) 
are poised to strike at each other.  
 
Fortunately, for the past 60 years, no one has wanted 
to draw first blood (except for the occasional incursion 
from the north and some other regrettable incidents). 
 
The DMZ, at least on the southern side of the border, 
has been turned into a rather pleasant, if sometimes 
somber, place to visit, complete with observation 
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EMC Training in Seoul. EMC Training provided on 

Nuclear Environment and MIL-STD 461. WLL teams 
up with HCT in Seoul Korea to provide training on 

EMC technical requirements for Nuclear Power plants 
and MIL-STD-461 requirements. The training was held 
in April 2012 and hosted by Korea's pre-eminent EMC 

Laboratory, HCT. 
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decks, restaurants, gift shops and a small collection 
of carnival rides if the kids get grumpy. 
 
A steady stream of busses drive right up to the 
border, which is ringed by a chain link fence coiffed 
with coils of barbed wire. Flags, ribbons, tributes and 
personal mementos from families and loved ones split 
apart for three generations are arranged in make-shift 
shrines. A rusting locomotive, one of the last to run 
the rails between the countries, lies as a monument to 
the sorrowful split. 
 
Last stop on the tour was a visit to the “Third Tunnel” 
that was found under the DMZ, most assuredly an 
attempt by the North to burrow into the South. The 
tunnel was discovered and sealed off at the 
demarcation line between the two countries. It is 
impressive: 80 meters underground and running for 
over a kilometer under the DMZ. The 2mX2m tunnel 
can now be accessed by a long, larger ramp (for a 
few thousand won). It’s the closest many South 
Koreans have come to their neighbor in the north, 
albeit under a solid mass of granite bedrock. 
 
 
Last stop: Mumbai, India. 
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