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OTTAWA - An obscure private member's bill from a Conservative senator has sparked a 

diplomatic spat between Canada and Vietnam. 

But despite Vietnam's dark warnings that the bill will have an adverse impact on relations 

between the two countries, the Harper government appears determined to pass it. 

The bill, sponsored by Sen. Thanh Hai Ngo, would recognize April 30 as a national day to 

commemorate the exodus of Vietnamese refugees and their acceptance in Canada after the fall of 

Saigon to North Vietnamese communist forces. 

 
The bill was originally entitled the "Black April Day Act", as April 30 is known among many, 

including Ngo, who fled South Vietnam at the end of the Vietnam war. 

In a nod to the vociferous objections of the Vietnamese government, the title was changed to the 

"Journey to Freedom Act." 

But the intention remains unchanged. 

"For Canadians of Vietnamese origin and the wide Vietnamese diaspora now living abroad, 

April 30 depicts a day when South Vietnam fell under the power of an authoritarian and 

oppressive communist regime that pays no heed to human rights," Ngo told the Senate when he 

kicked off debate at second reading last spring. 

"We remember April 30 as a black day because it represents the sad day we lost our country, our 

families, our friends, our homes, our freedom and our democratic rights. It commemorates a day 

of loss and grief." 

When the bill was sent to the Senate's human rights committee for study in October, Vietnam's 

ambassador to Canada wrote to the committee chair to express his government's "serious 

concerns" about the bill, and asked to be a witness. 

The Conservative majority on the committee refused to invite the ambassador, suggesting instead 

that he send a written submission. However, after hearing from only three witnesses, including 
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Ngo, the committee wrapped up its study of the bill before the ambassador's submission, which 

had to be translated into French, could be tabled. 

In that submission, which the committee did not consider, the ambassador accused Ngo of 

dredging up the past, painting a distorted view of his country's history and ignoring its positive 

bilateral relationship with Canada over the past 40 years. 

"The government of Vietnam disagrees with this negative and selective portrayal and has 

expressed its concerns privately and publicly," To Anh Dung wrote, adding that his government 

has made "many representations to the most senior levels of the government of Canada and 

leaders of Parliament expressing our serious concerns about the language and intent of this bill." 

"If passed, this bill will have an adverse impact on the growing bilateral relations between our 

two countries. Despite claims of being non-political, this bill clearly incites national hatred and 

division, not unity." 

Vietnam's deputy prime minister and foreign affairs minister, Pham Binh Minh, wrote to his 

Canadian counterpart, John Baird, back in June to voice his concerns. 

"While we understand that this is technically not Government of Canada policy, we believe that 

passage of this Senate Bill S-219 would send the wrong message to the international community 

and the people of Vietnam," he wrote. 

A spokesman for Baird emphasized that this is "not a government bill" and that senators and 

MPs are free to introduce private member's bills. 

"Vietnam is a strong and valued partner in the Trans-Pacific Partnership negotiations, a country 

of focus for Canadian development assistance, the International Education Strategy and the 

Global Markets Action Plan," Adam Hodge told The Canadian Press in an email. 

"Canada and Vietnam have strong mutual interests that guide our bilateral relations." 

Nevertheless, the government's leadership in the Senate, not known for defying the wishes of 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper, seems determined to whisk the bill through. 

It was to have been put to a final vote in the Senate on Thursday but Liberal Senate leader James 

Cowan questioned why the governing party is in such a rush. 

"We were allowed to hear only one side of the story (at committee), from those who support the 

bill," Cowan told the Senate. 

In the absence of a "serious and balanced study" of the bill, Cowan said he doesn't know whether 

it deserves support. 



"This is not how legislation should be passed in this country. This is not the right path for any so-

called 'journey to freedom,'" he said. 

The Conservative majority thwarted Cowan's attempts to adjourn debate on the bill or to refer it 

back to committee for further study. However, Liberal senators insisted on a recorded vote, 

which deferred the final vote on the bill until next week. 

The bill appears to have divided Canada's Vietnamese community. While the committee heard 

supportive testimony from the Vietnamese Canadian Federation and the Canadian Immigration 

Historical Society, the chair received letters from a number of others — including representatives 

of the Canada-Vietnam Friendship Association and the Canada-Vietnam Trade Council — who 

said it would create tension among Vietnamese Canadians, many of whom have put the past 

behind them and now want cordial relations with Vietnam. 

 

 

11 comments 

Gordon Trick · Top Commenter · Vancouver, British Columbia 

Another con poodle out there pissing on someone else's country - in the meantime, the senator seems 

completely oblivious to the loss of freedoms and democracy in Canada under the Harper Government. 

Of course, this is nothing more than a cheesy vote grab dressed up as a national day of something or 

other that means absolutely nothing to most of us. But anything that can stoke a little heat into the old 

Cold War mentality of the 1950's and 60's is grist for Steve's little propaganda mill of 'good' versus 'evil'. 

Pathetic. 

Bob Foster · Top Commenter · CITT 

when you emigrate to Canada the politics of your former country should be left behind. If he wants to 

fight the Vietnam war again, he should go back home and do it there, not from the safety of Canada, 

thousands of miles away, like a coward hiding in a closet. 

Denis O'Brien · Top Commenter · University of Victoria 

Why am I not surprised that the Harper government would be supportive of the former right wing 

Vietnamese government....one that summarily executed its citizens in the street. 

Canadad Canuck · Top Commenter 

Is it not the harper governments policy ... to divide people at any cost? 

Werner Heisenberg · Top Commenter · Albuquerque, New Mexico 

but not a peep over China? more oppressive yet Harper seems to be there lapdog........Vietnam is a more 

free country than China ever will be. these ridiculous proclamations by MP's who fail to recognize they 

represent Canada are getting tiresome......stay out of politics. How about a proclamation that 
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Communist China is a evil regime with a horrible human rights record that has 2 Canadians under arrest 

with no charge. 

David McIntosh · Top Commenter · Works at Not Much 

Absolutely disgusting. Harper wants a celebration of hate and division, and stacks the deck to keep 

anyone opposed from speaking. I have travelled in Vietnam, I have met the people there, I have 

celebrated with them. They are as caring and giving as any people the world over. To celebrate hate in 

their name, and then refuse to allow them to speak, is disgusting. This could only happen in Harper's 

Canada. 

Bob Foster · Top Commenter · CITT 

Canada wants in on TPP, and Vietnam could be a valuable ally. If you want a favor from someone, do 

you spit in their face? Harper does, remember " no brainer" : how did that work out for us, 

Michael Blue Bryanton · Top Commenter 

These assholes are supposed to be doing work that is in the best interests of Canada. How the fuck does 

this bill benefit Canada? 

 

 

 

 

The Harper government has long had a relationship with the former South Vietnamese military officers 

that now live in Canada.  The cons provide them with tangible resources and support their anti-Vietnam 

activities.  Jason Kenney appeared to be at the centre of this activity, and then they appointed Senator 

Ngo.  The flag that Ngo is wearing around his neck in the photo says it all. 

 

The former South Vietnam military make up less than 5% of the Vietnamese-Canadian community.  

Most of the rest never lived under the military regime.  Declaring April 30 to be a day to celebrate is an 

homage to the former military regime.  It means nothing but embarrassment to the majority of 

Vietnamese-Canadians, who are being exploited as perennial victims to justify this bill.  For Harper this is 

ideological, not an ethnic vote-getter 
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