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XinChao,Vietnam
Vietnamese want to learn the Israeli'secret sauce7

of technology-intensiveentrepreneurship
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GOOD״! MO-0-O-ORNING, VIETNAM

In Robin Williams' memorable 1987

movie by that name, Williams playsan

irreverent US Armed Forces radio disc

jockeyin Vietnam. The film opens with

him bellowingthose epochalwords.

My wife and spent week here, one

leg of our four-month round-the-world

tripthat took us to seven countries. At

each stop,we lectured,toured and visited

schools. In the firstof five lecturesthat

gave, fulfilled dream by sayingthose

three words, not quiteWilliams-style,in

colloquialVietnamese taughtto me bythe

Israeliambassador.

Israel'slinks with Vietnam date back

to .6491In that year, David Ben-Gurion

and North Vietnam's Politburo chairman

Ho Chi Minh apparentlystayedat the

same hotel in Paris and theybecame very

friendly.
Ho Chi Minh offered Ben-Gurion

Jewish home-in-exile in Vietnam and

Ben-Gurion turned the offerdown, telling

the Vietnamese leader firmly,"I am cer-

tain we shallbe able to establish Jewish

government in Palestine." Ben-Gurion

himself apparentlytoldthistaleat polit-

icalrallyin Haifa in .6691

Everywherewe went, we found warm,

hardworkingpeopleeager to learn about

our country Israel,and to work and trade

with it.Israel'senergeticambassador to

Vietnam, Merav Eilon Shahar firstcame

here as young backpackerin .1991She

fellin love with the country and after

Pham Thi Bich bringsmilk containers to

milk tradingcenter in Moc Chau town,

northern Vietnam; Kibbutz Afikim helped

create huge 30,000-cow dairyproject

that supplies40 percentof Vietnam's dail}

milk consumption

servingin Los Angelesand at the UN in

New York, she returned to Vietnam two

years ago and works tirelesslyto build

linksbetween the two countries.

"This is greattime forIsraelhere," she

tellsThe Jerusalem Report."Diplomatic
relationswere established21 years ago.

But, at the time, Vietnam was very much

partof the non-alignednations group that

supportedthe Palestiniancause. Today,it

isdifferent.Vietnam istryinghard to be-

come integratedintothe world economy.

And there ismuch here that Israelcan do

."to help,forthe benefitof both nations

VIETNAM ISTRYING

HARD TO BECOME

INTEGRATED INTO THE

WORLD ECONOMY.

AND THERE ISMUCH

HERE THAT ISRAEL

CAN DO

She mentions programs in education,

entrepreneurship,agriculture,water tech-

nology,and even defense. "The Vietnam-

ese appreciateIsraelitechnology,in many
fields,"she relates.

For example,Kibbutz Afikim helped
create huge 30,000-cow dairyproject,

comprising12 farms, thatsupplies40 per-

cent of Vietnam's dailymilk consumption.

Recently,the Israeli and Vietnamese

governments signed an agreement to

boost bilateraltrade to S2 billion(imports

plusexports)by 2016 more than double

today'slevel.Half of Israel'simportsfrom

Vietnam are cell-phonecomponents

Ohad Cohen, Director of the Foreign

Trade Administration in the Economics

Ministrysaid that in ,2102Israeliexports

to Vietnam doubled and crossed the bil-

lion-dollarmark. In ,3102Israelexported
twice as much to Vietnam as itimported.
Vietnam has 38 rivers,includingthe

mightyRed and Mekong Rivers. But, like

many developingnations, ithas polluted

them and now urgentlyseeks technologies
to restore theirpurity.TsafrirAsaf, Eco-

nomics Ministrycommercial attache,told

the Times of Israelrecentlythat"Vietnam

is world leader in exports of rice,cof-

fee, seafood and more. However, these

gainshave been achieved at highcost,

with poor farmingtechniquesdegrading
the qualityof water resources and land,

causingmajoroutbreaks of disease in fish

and animals, and eventuallyleadingto

decrease in agriculturalproductionin

recent years."

Israel can help lot. attended trade

fairin Ho Chi Minh Cityfocused on water

technology,where Israelicompaniessuch

as Netafim, IDE Technologies,Arad and

HaKochav attractedgreatinterest.Israel

is world leader in so-called clean-tech

technologies.

Vietnam, officiallyknown as the Social-

istRepublicof Vietnam, is an enormous

country of 90 million peopleand 15 times

biggerin land area than Israel.The per

capitaGross Domestic Product, however,

isabout ,000,2$while Israel'sismore than

15 times that.

Like the Jewish people,Vietnam is an

ancientcivilizationand itsfirstkingdates

back to 257 BCE, around the time the Isra-

eliteswere battlingthe Greek and Roman

empires.But, like Israel,Vietnam has

struggledto achieve independence.Itwas

occupiedby China for thousand years

until938 CE, then by France when itcol-

onized Indochina, then by Japanduring
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World War II,and againby France, and

then fought bitter war between the

communist North and capitalistSouth,

with tragicAmerican intervention in the

1960s.

My host, Dr. Tran Luong Son, high-

ly successful Vietnamese entrepreneur

informs The Report that duringwhat

Vietnamese call the Vietnamese-Amer-

ican war. both sides of Vietnam (North

and South) lost more than one million

soldiersand two million civilians.North

and South Vietnam officiallymerged on

July ,2 .6791

One of the Israelicompaniesworking

activelyhere is SystematicInventive

Thinking(SIT),which helpscompanies

develop innovative products.Martin

Rabinowich, an SIT principal,shared his

and SIT's experiencesin Vietnam with

The Report.
SIT entered the Vietnamese Market

about 12 months ago,"he relates."Since

then, SIT has worked with companies

from differentindustriessuch as telecom,

cosmetics, retail both in Ho Chi Minh

Cityand in Hanoi, with furtheroperations
to be extended to the Mekong Delta."

The key issue we discuss is,can so-

cialistone-party country promote and

create an innovative start-upmentality?
"With single-partysocialistregime

and an economy increasinglyexposedto

competitiveglobalmarkets," he points

out, "there is an embedded tension be-

tween being open to innovation, new

technologiesand globalmarkets, within

the constraints of very structured and

controlled policiesand strategies.This

places burden on individual Vietnam-

ese entrepreneurs and business execu-

tives to negotiatebetween their need to

be open to globalpracticeand change,

within relativelycontrolled hierarchy

and the fixations of very controlled

economy."

In my lectureshere, addressed the issue

of socialism,As socialistrepublic,Viet-

nam isone of the few placesin the world

where you stillsee the hammer and sickle

symbolof the old Soviet-styleplanned

economies. Western expertsmock Viet-

nam for this anachronism, but told my

audiences to hold theirheads high.

We no longerbelieve governments are

good at runningstate-owned enterprises
and there are many of those in Vietnam.

But the recent book by Thomas Piketty,
,"

"Capitalin the Twenty-FirstCentury

shows that Karl Marx was right.Capi-

talism is indeed fiercelyconcentrating

wealth in very few hands and, as re-

suit,iscorruptingdemocracyand desta-

bilizingsociety.urgedthe Vietnamese to

preserve the healthyaspectsof socialism

and safeguardthe well-beingof ordinary

workingpeople,while avoidingthe ex-

tremes of wealth and poverty common in

the West.

"In most business situations,Vietnam-

ese business peoplehave very clearrules

and proceduresand their way of going

about things,"Rabinowich notes. "But

theyare preparedto show flexibilityun-

der conditions of hightrust with the other

party.Once the Vietnamese are convinced

of the genuineness.openness and com-

mitment of the other partyand theirwill-

ingnessto share,theycan be surprisingly

flexibleand open and not at all insistent

on doingthingstheir way. This isaccom

paniedby pronouncedhumbleness and

sense of genuinehospitalityon very

concerned and honest level.

"Itmay well be thatSIT has the DNA of

social enterpriseas part of itsmakeup

and thismutual sense of commonalityand

recognitionon both sides may facilitate

greaterreadiness by Vietnamese in terms

of trust and readiness to do business."

My host Son (togetherwith his wife

Anh) is chair of VietSoftware and Viet-

Software International,founded some 13

years ago and enjoyingsuccess with IBM

as one of itsstrategicpartners. met Son

years earlierat the Massachusetts Institute

of Technology,where he came to studyin

the program taughtas summer adjunct.

Though have taughtmany students

over the years, Son was among the most

memorable.

On arrivalat MIT, his Englishwas min-

imal. He had earlierspent decade in

Economy Minister NaftaliBennett

and Vietnam's Ministerof Science and

TechnologyNguyen Quan signan

agreement in Jerusalem to boost economic

cooperation,particularlyin science and

technology,September30
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Moscow, doinghisdoctorate inchemistry,
where he had to learn to speak,read and

writeRussian.At M.I.T.Dr. Tran Son went

without sleepforalmost an entiresummer

and achieved highgradein my courses.

We stayedin close touch ever since and

recentlysaw each other in Israel.

Son is passionateabout advancingthe

cause of technology-drivenentrepreneur-

shipin Vietnam and arrangedto have one

of my books translated into Vietnamese

to helplocal start-ups.He has become

well-known in Vietnam as role model.

Son translated my talks,added his own

wisdom and emphaticallyagreedwhen

said Vietnam could reach GDP per capita

of 000,01$in generationthroughwide-

spreadinnovation.

Vietnam, we saw, is highlyentrepre-

neurial. In Hanoi, there are small shops

everywhere;in Ho Chi Minh City,the

shopsare more glitzy.But the small-shop

entrepreneurshipneeds some upgrading

with technologycomponent, as in Israel,

to boost exportsand wealth. That message

resonated with the Vietnamese.

My talks focused on technology-
driven entrepreneurshipIsrael'sspecial-

ty. advised Vietnam to "jumpthe queue"

by moving up to highvalue-added prod-
ucts invented by brightVietnamese engi-

neers, as Israeldid,ratherthan continuing
to producelow value-added productswith

cheap labor very crowded industry

today.My audience was amused and told

me there are many queues here,especially

for buses, and assured me the Vietnamese

were expertsat jumpingqueues. Just one

more thingIsraelisand Vietnamese have

in common, told them.

Despitethe mouse-to-elephantsize

difference between Israel and Vietnam,

there are similarities.Like Israel,Viet-

nam has two keycities.One, Hanoi, isthe

thousand-year-oldpoliticaland historical

capital,likeJerusalem. The other,Ho Chi

Minh City,formerlySaigon,is the busi-

ness and commercial center, likeTel Aviv.

And, as in Israel,thereisconsiderableten-

sion between the two cultures.

Vietnamese are like Israelisin their ex-

treme resilience.Son recallslongperiods

of hungeras child duringthe Vietnam

War and stillremembers the carpetbomb-

ingof his home cityHanoi by American

B-52s.

But America has become Vietnam's

leadingexport market, and Vietnam,

like Israel,desperatelyneeds the US as

strategicpartner,since itfaces hostility

from neighboringgiantChina, which is

now layingclaim to islands in the South

China Sea that Vietnam and other neigh-

boringcountriesclaim are theirs.So, de-

spitethe bloodstained history,the Viet-

namese court the US. RecentlyWashing-

ton agreedto sellweapons to Vietnam for

the firsttime, but itis doubtful whether

Vietnam can afford them.

Our travelshave taken us from Brazil to

the US, Singapore,mainland China, Hong

Kong and New Zealand, as well as Viet

start-ups.Young Vietnamese in particu-

larwanted to know the "secret sauce" of

technology-intensiveentrepreneurship.

urgedthem to eschew comfortable gov-

ernmentjobs thereare increasinglyfew-

er of those anyway and consider launch-

ing business.

toldthem many storiesabout bold Is-

raelientrepreneurs,like Yehuda Zisapel
whose RAD Data Systemscompany ere-

ated "cloud" of 128 start-ups,and Dov

Moran, who invented the memory stick,

endured failurewith his smartphonefirm

Modu, yetcontinues to launch companies

and inspireothers to do the same

ISRAEL AND VIETNAM

HAVE SIGNED AN

AGREEMENT TO

BOOST BILATERAL

TRADE TO 2$BILLION

BY 201

keyissue we encountered everywhere

in Asia is education how Asians teach

their children. spokein China and in

Vietnam about Confucius, the wise teach-

er who lived 005,2years ago and stressed

the importanceof mastery and respect.

Confucius and his method of instruction

are stillwidelyrevered throughoutChi-

na and Vietnam. arguedthat in today's

knowledgeeconomy we need to combine

Confucius with the rebelliousmindset of

the innovator, especiallyin countries that

want more entrepreneursand innovation.

But how do you integratemastery and

rebellion?How do you inspireyoung peo-

pieto respecttheir teachers, learn from

them, and continuallychallengethem at

the same time? How do you stress the im-

portanceof learningold thingswhile con-

stantlytryingto create new things?

Israel,too, faces this challengein its

schoolsand has onlyjustbegunto address

it.It is an area where Israel,China and

Vietnam can work closelytogether.

The writer is Senior Research Fellow, S.

Neaman Institute,Technion and blogsat

www.timnovate.wordpress.com
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