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A taxicab just dropped me
off in the center of Ho Chi
Minh City (formally
Saigon) and I’m faced with
the prospect of crossing the
street – rather, “The
Motorbike Sea.” Really.
There are hundreds of

them at this intersection alone. They line up at
the stoplight on both sides of the street (forget
the staying on the right side of the road busi-
ness – there’s plenty of time to adjust later), rev
their engines (it sounds like the starting line at
the Indy 500), and completely engulf the few
cars amongst them. Some scooters are ridden
solo, some carry whole families, some carry
construction materials, and others are loaded
with cages of live chickens. The stoplight only
slows the flow before me because apparently
you can turn right on red without having to
stop first. Next to me is an improvised scooter
repair shop staffed by three or four guys with
tires, tools, and parts designed for quick road-
side fixes. On some corners, there are even spe-
cial police officers to help tourists cross the
street – but not on this one.

Okay, emboldened by my recent conversa-
tion with a Buddhist monk at one of
Vietnam’s many pagodas regarding how little
control we have over the world, I figure I’ll
just walk slowly and predictably across, per-
haps closing my eyes, and rely on the skill of
the drivers and the inherent order of the
world. It works. Not even a close call.
Practical Zen. True freedom. Whoa, get a
hold of yourself Bart, what happened to 25
years of not going to the bathroom without a
spreadsheet?

I was in Vietnam giving seminars on ATM
network security to managers of several pri-
vate and national banks. They tell me that in
the last three years, the number of bankcards
in use went from 40,000 in 2002 to 650,000
in 2004 and is projected to reach 3.5 million
in 2006! Before leaving for Vietnam, I did a
little research of my own. According to the

CIA World Fact Book, in 2005 Vietnam’s real
GDP growth rate was 8.5% compared to
China’s 9.9% and the U.S.’s 3.5%. Vietnam
is expected to enter the World Trade
Organization in 2006. Further enhancements
to the United States-Vietnam bilateral trade
agreement, originally signed in 2001, have
at this writing passed the Senate finance
committee. Already, in the first seven months
of 2006, exports to the U.S. from Vietnam are
up 45% over the same period in 2005. This
follows a doubling of these exports every year
since the original agreement.

So, I was excited. Among others, I missed
the Japanese, South Korean, Chinese,

Taiwanese, and Singaporean economic revolu-
tions. I mean to get a glimpse of Vietnam’s.
My visit there confirmed to me that they have
everything they need. The people are hard
working, entrepreneurial, educated, and intel-
ligent. The markets are bustling. Vietnam has
abundant resources. I figure they lack only the
exposure to and the general support of mature
economic institutions and business processes
we take for granted. In addition, they are
bringing in foreigners with the experience to
help fill that gap. They have a cadre of over-
seas Vietnamese to call upon who regularly
visit their home country with a willingness to
invest talent and money. They also have
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Chinese and Taiwanese businesses that recog-
nize their enterprise, resources, and markets.
I sat next to a Taiwanese textile plant
manager on the airplane. He said the Chinese
work harder, but the Vietnamese are more
intelligent, artistic, and they know how to
relax. There is a rest period in the afternoon
and workers commonly sleep at their desks.
Even in the shops within public markets, you
will see sales people sleeping in chairs right
inside their stalls – not annoyed at all when
they are awakened. More practical Zen. “It is
the resting time now. If someone comes, they
can awaken me then.”

My classes were held in well-appointed
hotel meeting rooms and modern training
facilities with all of the standard gadgets. A
plaster bust of Ho Chi Minh beneath
Vietnam’s flag (a yellow five pointed star in
the center of a red field) was always present.
All proceedings began with a dignified
ceremony (all under the gaze of Uncle Ho)
with speeches by top management and
government officials to set the tone and

express appreciation to the “professors.” All
written materials and presentations were
translated and distributed to the participants
in advance. Many noticed I had revised mine
(on the flight over) and came to me during
breaks with flash drives to get the latest versions.

The “learners,” as they called themselves,
sat in rows (about 60 attendees in each class)
and listened intently to the translator while
taking copious notes. At the end, written
questions were passed up or spoken into
microphones and translated. During this peri-
od, it was my turn to learn. I got insights into
how much of my subject matter got through
and where they thought the most important
issues lie. They were most hungry for
tactical procedures. I would present a slide
with the heading “General ATM Network
Requirements” giving an overview of a typical
ATM network, and I got questions such as,
“How do you know where to place ATMs, and
how much money should you put inside of
them?” The next day I presented spreadsheet
models I worked on until late at night to help;

afterwards many lined up yet again with their
flash drives.

It made me think. My method is to start
with the big picture and then figure out
the tactics. Am I able to do this because I
understand the tactics? I called my eldest son,
a budding Buddhist scholar. “Is this more
practical Zen?” I ask. He paraphrases Buddha,
“take care of today and tomorrow will take
care of itself.” After he puts this into context
for me, I translate his statement into my own
pseudo oriental prose, “Take care of each
problem as it arises, it is futile to think of
those that have not yet arrived.” Complete the
first step while crossing the busy street and
then take another.

Software Development
Amongst the factories (chips, textiles, clothes,
shoes), modern container ports, marketplaces,
art galleries, and individual retail shops, is a
budding software industry.

Bill Gates visited Vietnam in April of
2006. While there, he said that Vietnam has
the potential to develop as an outsourcing
center similar to India. He also said,
“Throughout Asia, and particularly here in
Vietnam, we have seen great economic devel-
opment, and the opportunity to create high-
paying jobs is strong.” He went on, “The key
element is talent.''

While investments by foreign software
companies have not yet reached the level of
hardware companies, the estimated value of
the Vietnamese software industry was $170
million in 2005 while growing at an annual
rate of 40%. Contributing to this number are
approximately 600 software companies
employing 15,000 workers.

Now for the dark side; the Microsoft fund-
ed Business Software Alliance estimates that
92% of the software used in Vietnam is pirat-
ed. This is the highest rate of piracy in the
world. High-quality computers all running
Windows™ and Microsoft Office™ were on
every worker’s desk.

Some companies that have made large
investments in software development are
Fujitsu (http://www.fujitsu.com/vn/en/ serv-
ices/software/), First Consulting Group
(http://www.fcg.com.vn/), and Hitachi
(http://www.japancorp.net/Article.Asp?Art_I
D=10648).
(Except where otherwise noted, all data to this
point in this section may be found at
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A row of shoe sellers in one of Ho Chi Minh City's many marketplaces
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http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=10
000080&sid=a657IImg8mTQ&refer=asia).

Wireless ADSL (a form of broadband Internet
access) is common. One of my favorite things
to do was to sit in a café that provided
wireless Internet access, drink iced coffee
sweetened with condensed milk, and call my
stateside clients using my computer as an
Internet phone. Another “am I watching
myself in a movie” moment was when I went
into a fast food restaurant called Pho24
(I understand it is one of the first
locally owned franchises). Here you can get
inexpensive noodle soup (pho) value meals,
eat it while on the Internet surrounded by
young people (the median age in Vietnam is
26; it is 36.5 in the U.S.) doing the same
thing. All of the hotels and guesthouses I
stayed in also offered free wireless access.

Coming Home
Well, after my fifteen-day stay, and as I was
getting ready for my sixteen-hour (in two
legs) flight home, my head was spinning.
Certainly, I saw the best of Vietnam. Most of
the wealth, commerce, and services are
centered in the two largest cities. As I was
unraveling the input, the passenger sitting to
my left offered me a Vietnamese fruit
that looked and tasted like the lychees my
grandmother used to love. The passenger was
an American-born Vietnamese, a sophomore
at U.C. San Diego majoring in International
Studies. She was returning from visiting her
grandmother who lived on a farm. I believe
it is the first time she had ever been to the
country. Part of the conversation went 
something like this:

Bart: I’m returning home from my first visit
to Vietnam.

Student: Really? Wow? Like, what was your
impression? Did you like it?

Bart: Well, I just loved it. Everything. I have
so much to sort out.

Student: Yeah. I was staying with my
grandmother on a farm – there were, like, so
many mosquitoes. But all of the food was,
like, really fresh.
Bart: Nice. I didn’t get into the countryside.
I stayed mostly in Ho Chi Minh City with
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Bart (3rd from right) sitting with seminar presenters and executives from Southern Bank.

A relatively quiet Hanoi street--easy to cross.
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short trips to Hanoi and the beach city of
Vung Tau. What do you want to do when you
graduate college?

Student: I want to get a job that lets me trav-
el. I’m, like, really attracted to Spain. I meet so
many different kinds of people when I travel.
Spain is, like, a mixture of Europe and Asia.

Bart: Why not go to Vietnam after college?
With the economy growing so quickly, it is a
very exciting place to be now. You know the
language and could contribute so much. You
know, I was introduced to a man in his thir-
ties who came from a poor family in the coun-
try who built a $150 million business from
scratch exporting artwork to Ikea and other
stores. He is now building one of the most
modern television studios in the world
because he dreams of owning Vietnam’s
first private television station. Can you
imagine, being able to be a part of
something like that?

She then got very quiet and, after a while,
offered me another lychee. “These are
really good – I picked them right on my
grandmother’s farm.” Then we both went
back to our reading.

I thought to myself, “Bart, sometimes it is
good to keep your eyes open when you cross
the street.”

Mr. Lewin has more than twenty-five years expe-
rience in the Information Technology field. He has
held technical and executive technical manage-
ment positions for a variety of world-class compa-
nies including Chevron Chemical Company
(1980’s), International Game Technology (1980’s),
and Pinnacle Entertainment, Inc. (2000’s). In the
90’s, he co-founded a successful database market-
ing company, DataDesigns, Inc., serving the hos-
pitality and gaming industries. This company
was later sold to Group 1 Software, Inc. where he
was retained as the Chief Technology Officer. He
has given seminars in network security, database
marketing, project management, website
marketing and management skills for technical
managers. He holds a BA in Economics from
Reed College. Bart can be reached at
balewin@mac.com and welcomes your comments
and questions.

Vietnam's central bank building in Ho Chi Minh City.

Buddha rising from a lotus flower in front of a pagoda in Vung Tao.

A signing ceremony between Northcentral University (NCU) and the Vietnam National
University (VNU) in Hanoi. NCU will be providing supplemental 

on-line courses for VNU's business studies programs.


