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The environmental disaster caused by the Formosa Steel Plant in Ky Anh District, Ha Tinh 

Province in April 2016 exacerbated the persecution against Catholic communities in Vinh 

Diocese, which includes the four provinces most affected by the disaster. The fishing industry in 

many areas in these provinces was practically wiped out and full recovery may take decades. 

Victims were blocked from suing Formosa, demonstrations against Formosa were violently 

suppressed, and independent bloggers and journalists writing about the incident and its 

consequences were harassed, beaten, or even detained. Instead, the Vietnamese Government 

negotiated a $500M compensation package with Formosa, which was grossly insufficient to 

restore livelihood for those most severely affected. Many members of Catholic communities 

have not even received their share of compensation.  

 

As discontent simmered, in 2017 the government waged a brutal crackdown against Catholic 

communities that were at the forefront of the public demand for remedies.  

 

The public security has targeted many young Catholic activists who actively participated in or 

coordinated demonstrations against Formosa Steel Plant. A number of them have been arrested 

and sentenced to prison terms: Nguyen Van Oai, a former prisoner of conscience, to 5 years on 

September 18, 2017; Nguyen Van Hoa to 7 years on November 27, 2017; Hoang Duc Binh to 14 

years on February 6, 2018; Nguyen Nam Phong to 2 years on February 6, 2018. Four women of 

the Dong Yen Parish, located in the immediate proximity of the Formosa Steel Plant, were 

sentenced to 3 to 6 months of imprisonment on November 3, 2017 for “disturbing public order” 

– they had held a small demonstration to demand fair compensation for lost livelihood.  

 

A number of young Catholic environmental advocates have fled to Thailand: Chu Manh Son, 

former prisoner of conscience; Tran Minh Nhat, former prisoner of conscience; Bach Hong 

Quyen. Others have gone into hiding in Vietnam.  

 

The government has also targeted entire Catholic communities in Vinh Diocese. Following are 

three cases in point. 

 

Ke Gai Parish, Nghe An Province: 

Ke Gai is a 5,800-member parish located at the outskirt of the City of Vinh. The parish has long 

been under threat of being displaced by the city government’s plan for urban expansion. 

 

On December 17, 2017, the local government and security agents ordered a dozen women from 

Ke Gai Parish to stop irrigating their land, which they had voluntarily offered for a church to be 

built on. When the parishioners ignored the order, the local authorities directed hundreds of 

young adults wearing red shirts and national flags – they called themselves Red Flag Association 

-- to attack these women, causing serious injuries to many of them. The male parishioners who 



tried to stop the attack were beaten unconscious by the red flag thugs and reportedly by some 

local government officials and public security agents. The parishioners narrowly escaped as 

thousands of mobile police troops started to encircle them. 

 

On January 18, 2018 the parish pastor, Rev. Nguyen Duc Nhan, filed a complaint reporting the 

incident, identifying the perpetrators and requesting investigation. The government 

acknowledged receipt of the complaint but has not taken any action. 

 

Song Ngoc Parish, Nghe An Province: 

Song Ngoc is one of the parishes of Vinh Diocese that has been under assault by the government 

continuously since last year. Most of the parishioners lost their livelihoods after the 

environmental disaster but have not received their share of compensation. In February 14, 2017, 

the parish pastor, Rev. Nguyễn Đình Thục, led a protest in support of the submission of a formal 

complaint to the Ky Anh District people’s court to seek compensation from Formosa. During 

that demonstration parade, hundreds of parishioners, including the parish pastor, were brutally 

attacked by the police and thugs. Some 30 individuals were injured. Many were arrested and 

robbed of their personal belongings. 

 

Since May 2017, parishioners at Van Thai, a sub-parish of Song Ngoc, have been repeatedly 

assaulted by thugs wearing red shirts and national flags. Rev. Thục alerted the government and 

asked for protection but government officials and policemen did nothing to stop the attacks. In 

the evening of May 30, 2017 over 1000 thugs surrounded Van Thai Church while Rev. Thuc was 

celebrating Mass. They screamed insults at the pastor and parishioners, threw bricks and rocks to 

damage their vehicles, desecrated the altar, damaged the religious icons and beat parishioners on 

their way home from church. The assault campaign continued over a number of days with the 

thugs attacking individual parishioners, throwing rocks into their houses, targeting victim’s 

livelihood and intimidating anyone doing business with the parishioners. On Feb 6, 2018, two of 

Rev. Thục’s associates, Nguyen Nam Phong and Hoang Duc Binh, were sentenced to 2 years and 

14 years in prison, respectively, for their participation in and coordination of demonstrations 

against Formosa. 

 

The local media in Nghe An province accused Vinh Diocese Bishop Nguyen Thai Hop and his 

priests of using the environmental disaster as an excuse to provoke parishioners to rebel against 

the government.  Signs and banners were put up in market places and along streets with 

messages to incite people to boycott and demand the removal of Rev. Thục. Petitions to the 

government were circulated among local families with the same message. 

 

Dong Yen Parish, Ha Tinh Province: 

Located only one kilometer from the Formosa Steel Plant, this all-Catholic community has been 

severely affected by the ecological disaster. With the fishing industry gone, all families in Dong 

Yen Parish have lost their only means of livelihood. The government-negotiated compensation 

would cover only 6 months at a level equal to only 10% to 25% of the victims' pre-disaster 

monthly household income.  Many parishioners have reported symptoms of failing health; all 



parishioners have lost their livelihood; most experts have projected that full recovery would take 

decades. The negotiation between the government and Formosa did not involve the victims. 

 

The parishioners are facing an even more serious threat: The district government has ordered the 

relocation of the entire parish to a remote mountainous area. While about 4,000 parishioners 

reluctantly moved, some 158 families have dug in. To put pressure on them, in 2014 the 

government of Ky Loi Commune ordered the eviction of all 153 children of the parish from its 

public school.  

 

To stop self-organized make-up classes, on March 17, 2015 the government demolished the 

parish’s bible school, destroyed homes including the chaplain’s house, and brought down many 

religious edifices. As parishioners used themselves as human shield to protect their church, the 

public security indiscriminately attacked them, including a pregnant woman and several resident 

nuns. 

 

Ha Tinh District's People's Court has publicly declared that victims may not sue Formosa 

because the central government had already reached settlement with the Taiwanese company. 

State-controlled media have been blocked from covering the situation in Dong Yen. Independent 

reporters were harassed or detained and some even tortured. Truong Minh Tam, one such 

independent reporter, recently resettled to the United States under the Priority One Refugee 

Resettlement Program. 

 

In late 2016, the Raleigh-based Association of Con Dau Parishioners joined with BPSOS to 

launch the “Save Dong Yen Campaign”. On the one hand, the campaign has conducted 

international advocacy to stop the forced relocation of the remaining families. On the other hand, 

the campaign’s livelihood component has invested US $20,000 to finance a mushroom growing 

operation that has been successful in the first phase of the pilot program. 

 

Other Catholic parishes being targeted by the government include Đông Kiều, Phú Yên, and Cồn 

Sẻ. 

 

Recommendations: 

We recommend that: 

1. The U.S. embassy in Vietnam raises concern with the Vietnamese government, monitors 

its response to complaints filed by the victims, and maintains direct communication with 

the targeted parishes. 

 

2. The State Department ensures that the on-going assault on Catholic communities that are 

suffering harms caused by the environmental disaster will be on top of the agenda for the 

upcoming U.S.- Vietnam human rights dialogue.  

 

3. Vietnam be re-designated as a country of particular concern. 

 


