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 FOOD SECURITY FOR THE POOR IN VIETNAM
in the context of economic integration and climate change

Presented by ActionAid Vietnam

Background:

Over the last decades, Vietnam achieved remarkable progress in reducing poverty and hunger eradication. It is reflected in many indicators: Human Poverty Index (HPI) ranked 36th among 108 developing countries. Human Development Index (HDI) ranked 105 out of 177 selected countries. It is reported that the target of halving poverty rate to be met (reduced 35% in 2000, aiming to reduce further 40% by 2010). However, these achievements appear unstable. An UNDP’s statistic estimated that, the income of 44% of Vietnamese population is just close the poverty line, they might fall under the standard at any time if encountering a shock. 

Aiming at assessing level of food security for disadvantaged groups of people in Vietnam, recently ActionAid Vietnam (AAV) conducted several reviews on the possible impacts of economic integration, food price surge, climate change, land access etc. on food security of the poor and excluded people. This paper is basically developed based on the findings from these researches and surveys, as well as AAV’s experiences picked up from its work with different disadvantaged communities. The discussion will focus on illustrating further the issues above mentioned and recommendation for policy adjustments in order to ensure food security for disadvantaged groups. 

1. Poverty, looking beyond the poverty rate

Slow poverty reduction in remote area 

Vietnam has made impressive progress in reducing the overall country poverty rate, however, the progress remains quite slow in the more remote areas. There have been increasingly signs of the less inclusive development process, e.g. ethnic minorities are participating less and disproportionately benefiting from the growth process, which by and large may jeopardize the sustainability of development. According to VHLSS04 data, there are slightly over ten million of non-ethic Kinh, non-Chinese people in Viet Nam, accounting for 12.6% of total population but making up 39.3% of poor population. (source VLSS 1993, VLSS 1998, VHLSS 2002 and VHLSS 2004).
Recently AAV and Oxfam GB conducted a ‘post WTO poverty monitoring”, in which the dynamics of poverty has been monitored in different ‘observation points’. Result shows that, though poverty rate in remote areas has been slowly decreased, poverty is still a prevalent phenomenon, especially in the community from the Northwest, Central and Southwest. In some areas the proportion poverty households is as high two-third of the community. Details figure shown on the table below 
Table.1: Poverty rate 2005-2006 at the observation points (% according to the new standard)

	Xã
	Major ethnic
	Povery rate 2005 (%)
	Poverty rate 2006 (%)

	Thuận Hòa (Ha Giang)
	Tày, H’Mông
	78.68
	69.49

	Bản Liền (Lao Cai)
	Tày, H’Mông
	65.90
	60.97

	Thanh Xương (Dien Bien)
	Kinh, Thái
	33.90
	22.80

	Lượng Minh (Nghe An)
	Thái, Kh’mú
	77.40
	74.70

	Đức Hương (Ha Tinh)
	Kinh
	39.60
	23.87

	Xy (Quang Tri)
	Vân Kiều
	81.50
	70.10

	Cư Huê (Dak Lak)
	Êđê, Kinh
	28.10
	24.70

	Phước Đại (Ninh Thuan)
	Raglai
	68.82
	51.67

	Phước Thành (Ninh Thuan)
	Raglai
	74.34
	69.16

	Thuận Hòa (Cau Ngang)
	Kh’mer, Kinh
	41.00
	37.10


Source: post WTO monitoring report 2007, Oxfam, AAV and Ageless
The widening gap between rich and poor

According to the results from Vietnam Living Standards Survey (VLSS), the absolute gap between the haves and the have-nots being represented by the richest and the poorest quintiles has been widening consistently and considerably (Figure 4). In 1993, per capita expenditures of the richest households were five times that of the poorest households (VND 2 million against VND 0.4 million or absolute difference of VND 1.6 million in January 1993 prices), this ratio rose to 6.3 in 2004 (VND 5.5 million vs. VND 0.9 million or absolute difference of VND 4.6 million in January 1993 prices). Accordingly, the share in the society’s total expenditures of the richest group rose from 41.8% in 1993 to 44.7% in 2004, while that of the poorest group decreased from 8.4% to 7.1% during the same period. (Vietnam poverty update report 2006, VASS, 2007)
2. Economic integration and possible impact on food security of the poor
Recently, Vietnam has become the WTO 150th member. There was a common opinion in Vietnam that by opening to trade in general and joining the WTO in particular, Vietnam will benefit positive impacts in terms of greater access the world market, more foreign investment, access to instruments for “protection against protection”, and stronger motivation for accelerating domestic reforms towards perfecting market-based economy.

There are, however, big challenges facing Vietnam in relation to WTO accession. Firstly inequality the disproportionately large power enjoyed by rich members induces tension in the relationship among members of this group. Smaller economies feel that they are treated in an unfair way. The non-market economy status that Vietnam stood for the last 12 years might also introduce additional uncertainty in her economy. Vietnam does not have sufficient resources to succeed in dispute resettlement under the WTO. The catfish and recently leather shoes incidents have negatively affected the life of many poor people in Vietnam. Secondly, social and poverty impacts (particularly short-run) for further economic integration also cause some concerns. Deepening international integration means both higher return and higher risk to businesses. The latter may be severe for the poor and the near-poor.

For agriculture sector, except the rice production with relatively good competitive position, agricultural sector in Vietnam will be negatively impacted by the WTO commitments, particularly: sugar, maize, soybean, etc where quite many poor households may suffer (Kirkbridge, 2004; Hoang Xuan Thanh et al, 2005). Furthermore, the increasing rice export may hurt the net buyers of rice including the large number of poor such as the rural landless people, migrant workers etc, as price of rice will increase.
For husbandry, though there are some arguments that potential shocks from international trade liberalization would hardly be able to break the self-sufficiency position of the Vietnam’s livestock sector due to consumer preference for fresh meat and low demand of low income population. It is noted that changes from trade liberalization on Vietnam’s livestock balance differ largely between pork and poultry meat. Pork tends to be the one industry within livestock has some export potential while poultry is an opposite case. Beef seems to be a product of self-sufficiency with much lower demand level. This leads to an implication that to reduce negative effects of economic integration, Vietnam should eliminate or reduce import tax on feed materials including corn, soybean and others. However, this action might cause damage in sub-sectors of maize, soybean, and even rice. Therefore, the improvement of livestock productivity strongly affects the viability of the sector within the process of further trade liberalization. It also related to Vietnam’s low comparative advantages on meat export. Moreover, in the context of further trade liberalization, Vietnam has to compete even in domestic market. The recent case of reducing tariff on importing meat and its impact on the husbandry sector is a bitter experience.
In the field of fishery, aquaculture provides good opportunity for many farmers to diversify their production towards higher-value activities. Statistics reveals that fish ponds are increasingly common in Vietnam, 15% of rural households, both rich and poor, have at least one (World Bank, 2003). Many poor households, particularly in the Mekong River Delta, managed to capture these now income generating opportunities and as a result, escape from poverty. Seafood processing industries also create many jobs and thus make an important contribution to poverty reduction. Although the direct poverty impact of further exports of aquatic products are likely to diminish substantially due to the increasing capital and knowledge requirements, the indirect impact of these relatively high value exports through economic growth and their role in keeping non-poor from falling back into poverty should not be underestimated.

Tariff reduction has been slow in case of fish, which is of major export interest of developing countries in general and Vietnam in particular. Some fish products face tariff peaks, i.e. whose rates are the highest among products. In addition, technical barriers and SPS present challenges to poor fish farming households, despite some technical assistance provided by donors. The biggest challenge to Vietnam’s fish export is the arbitrary protective actions, taken by developed countries. The well-known catfish dispute with the US is a notorious example.

It is also worthily to note that, in the opening market economy, without imposition and proper enforcement of environment standards, the eruption of market forces with their “invisible hands” in agriculture sector may pose serious threats to environment. A participatory poverty assessment carried out by the Centre for Rural Progress in Ninh Thuan province in 2003 (CRP, 2003) that excessive development of shrimp business over the couple of years has caused severe damage and pollution to the underground water and environment, threatening the livelihoods of many poor households who heavily depend on natural coastal resources such as natural seaweed, crab, shrimp, fish. As a consequence, they had to seek other sources of earnings with lower and more unstable income.

3. Land issues

Non-arguable, land is a vital productive asset for the poor. In Viet Nam, around 90% of poor people depend on agricultural production as their main source of income. Land is relatively evenly distributed in Viet Nam. Only 4% of agricultural households have no agricultural land of their own. Protecting and developing the land assets of the poor are, therefore, an important facet of poverty reduction.

Many economists consider formal land tenure as a crucial tool in protecting and developing land value. Formal land title may increase security of tenure, enabling farmers to feel confident in making long-term investments. Clear delineation of land boundaries may help reduce costly disputes. Formal title also helps turn land into an economic commodity.
Since the passage of the 1993 Land Law, rapid progress has been made in issuing formal land use right certificates (known as Red Books). As of 2003, there were about 13 million land users in Viet Nam occupying a total of nearly 100 million land parcels. By October 2004, Red Books had been issued on over 92% of agricultural land. 
A number of obstacles prevent poor households from gaining formal land titles or encourage the growth of informality in the land market:

High formal and informal fees. As with some other categories of nonagricultural land allocated by the state, land use levies of between 20% and 100% of land value are payable when Red Books are issued on residential land acquired since 1993. This constitutes a significant financial burden on poor households and, in some areas, has resulted in a high incidence of refusal to pick up Red Books from commune authorities.

Lack of awareness of rights and responsibilities among rural land users. Many land users are not aware of the importance of formal land title and registration of land transactions. This is particularly common in cases of inheritance or transfer between family members. Formal registration is often deemed unnecessary by those involved, though failure to do so can lead to family disputes.

The conversion of agricultural land for industrial and commercial use. This is a major factor affecting poor households in rural and peri-urban areas of Viet Nam. The impact of this process on poverty is multi-dimensional. Access to affordable land is often quoted as a key constraint for private sector development - one of the main drivers of economic growth, job creation and poverty alleviation. Land conversion is an important source of new land supply for the private sector. However, land conversion causes have adverse effects on displaced households in terms of livelihood disruption, and social and cultural dislocation. Concerns have also been raised about the food security effects of large scale conversion of paddy land.
Land clearance and industrial zone (IZ) development are transforming the appearance of Viet Nam s rural areas. Large scale of agricultural land conversion reflects Viet Nam’s rapid rate of industrial growth. However, large numbers of poor households are affected by the conversion process. By 2005, land had been recovered from over 100,000 households for the development of more than 190 industrial zones and clusters.

At a very rough estimate, less than two thirds of displaced households benefit from greater job opportunities, improved infrastructure and the chance to realize the cash value of their land holdings. For the rest, land recovery causes severe economic disruption, particularly if all productive landholdings are recovered, residence is disrupted, insufficient notice is given by the local authorities and family members do not have appropriate educational background or vocational skills to shift into new occupations. Furthermore, the scale of state support to displaced households appears to vary between provinces but is generally low.

Land right of women. The equality of property (land) rights in Vietnam became a very important issue during the process of transfer of land management rights from collectives to households. As the household became an economic unit, instead of strictly an administrative one, the role of the household head as the property representative became very important. In Vietnam today, strong gender stereotypes favoring men still exist. Though there have been legislation documents to promote equal access to land for the women, the implementation of the laws is very limited due to the patriarchal customaries and lacking mechanism for reinforcement of the laws.   

4. Climate Change

Climate change is now threatening directly Vietnamese people’s safety and affecting the whole economy.  Vietnam is one of countries seriously affected by climate change and the increase of sea level. If the sea level raises 1 m, there will be 10% of population directly affected and a loss of 10% of GDP may happen. If there is not any solution, in 2100, Vietnam will loose at lease 12.2% land, which is place for living for 23% of population; many places will be flooded with water for months and economic damage may reach the number of USD17 billion .

As indicated in the human development report 2007- 2008 of UNDP, if the temperature of the earth increase 2oC, 22 million of people in Vietnam will loose their house and 45% of land for agriculture in the Mekong River Delta, the granary in Vietnam, will sink in sea water. 

In the previous years, many natural disasters such as storm, hurricane, flood, etc. happened strangely at large scale and caused difficulties for forecasting, controlling and preventing. Consequently, these disasters created serious damage in terms of people, property and production. 
According to the statistic of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, the storms, landslide, flood and flood tide that continuously happened in 2007 cause damage of more than 1% of GDP. As indicated in the report of the Central Flood and Storm Control Committee, all the storms and flood in 2007 took life of 435 people and injured 850 ones. Natural disaster cause serious damage for people and asset in 50 provinces in Vietnam. Meanwhile flood and flood tide made 113,800 ha of rice inundated in water, destroyed more than 1,300 irrigation infrastructure, took away about 460 km of dyke, 6,900 houses and 921 classrooms. At the same time, 920,900 of houses were overflow of water or lost roofs while many other social economic infrastructures were destroyed. 

Due to serious impact of natural disaster, the lack of food happens frequently in area suffering from disaster. In 2007, throughout the country, there were 723,900 turns of households with 3,034,500 of turns of inhabitants suffering from the lack of food. This number decreased 6% of turns of households and 11.6% of turns of inhabitants, compared with 2006. The number of people lack of food mainly concentrates on poor area where disasters happen usually like coastal area in the Centre and the Northern Mountain.

A case study in Ha Tinh, recently conducted by AAV and experts from the Rural Development Center (RUDEC) of IPSARD, shows some clear evidence of the impact on climate change. Due to changes in weather in Hatinh, the food productivity reduced significantly, even 40 percent in some communes, because some of rice area is not cultivated in time. The poor households and those near-poors are the most affected ones due to the un-diversified cropping pattern. The causes to productivity reduction are drought, cold and hoarfrost, irregular flood.
Flood is the annual phenomenon in Ha Tinh province. However, recently it happened intensively. The crest of a flood is higher, its flows is stronger. The number of flood/ month is bigger. The speed of flood is faster.

Flood not only makes the inhabitant lost their crop but also affect other activities. During the flood, breeding activities get stuck. Therefore, the inhabitants often have to sell their buffalos, cows, and calves. They only keep cow or buffalo breeding, or calves when they are so small. Pig and chicken are also sold out. Only the piglet is so small that they cannot sell, they keep it at home. Nevertheless, the number of such breeding household is very small. This means that during the period of September and December, breeding activities is not great at all. This also means that they lost one source to get income. In addition, during the flood, they cannot participate in other economic activities. The field is unused because it takes them much time to deal with the flood. Then after the flood, they have to clean their house, arrange their furniture and bring their cattle home. As a result, there is not any non-agricultural activity. To sum up, the flood takes their food, decrease their production, reduce their income and hinder their food access.

Conclusion and recommendations.
The above analysis clearly shows that, though food security at the national level may not be a big challenge for Vietnam in the years to come, there is a risk of significant portion of the population who would likely remain food-unsecured. They are the poor, the disadvantaged and ethnic minority groups, living in remote areas; and in all the cases, women are the most venerable among them.  
In order to ensure the food security of all the citizens, especially those from disadvantaged groups, it is recommended that the policies for agriculture, peasants, and rural development should take into account the followings: 

1). There is a need of specified policies in which favourable treatments should be given to the disadvantaged groups, particularly women headed households, small holding farmers, landless, migrant workers and ethnic minority people….
In this regards, a contextualised and holistic package of support should be designed. Strong mechanisms of monitoring and evaluation should be developed to ensure organic integration of credit/material support with capacity building, production management and market access and protection. Greater involvement of civil society and higher decentralisation should be considered in order to ensure effective implementation of the programmes. 
2). The Government should ensure that there is adequate investment to search for alternatives to make small farmers become more sustainable and affordable, adaptable to the climate change, become productive and competitive in the market, rather than promoting commercial and large size farming patterns. 
For the poor and disadvantaged groups, especially the ethnic minority, government support should be directed toward creating self-sufficient food production rather than market oriented production. In this regards, locally adopted of crop varieties and animal breeds should be explored, together with simple and low input cultivation techniques so that poor farmers could adapt and afford to. Promotion of farmer production groups, cooperatives, community based management of resources and production should be considered where possible.
In order to cope with the climate change, beside the common mechanisms targeting to the common society, special treatments should be given to the poor, who are the most vulnerable ones. Particularly, more investments in research and pilot models for restructuring the local production, particularly looking for hazards tolerance varieties in the areas with high risk of natural disasters.
3). The accumulation of land for large scale farming and industrial purposes should be well designed only in specific region within a long-term programming; there should be adequate investment, one step ahead, and strict monitoring mechanism, to make sure that people whose land being acquired, could be able to sustain their livelihood. 
The market oriented production should only be promoted in advantaged areas, where farming technologies and financial investment would be readily available, together with adequate preparation of infrastructures, transportation and processing technology. Where ever land accumulation takes place, a strict monitoring and re-enforcement mechanism, which would allows greater involvement of civil society organisations and people participation so as to ensure fair compensation and sustain livelihood for the land loss people. 
4). For each and every policy adjustment as commitments to the economic integration, there should be a stronger measurement to protect small farmers and workers with special reference to poor women from being abused and exploited by the giant capitalists. In this regards, the mechanism for information transparency and consultation with academics as well as with civil organisations for social critics is the prerequisite for ensuring a pro-poor policies.
� This paper is compiled from the reviews and researches conducted by AAV and its partners and consultants including Civil Society Inclusion in Food Security and Poverty Elimination Network (CIFPEN), Ageless Co. Ltd, Centre for Sustainable Development Policy Studies, and Centre for Analysis and Forecasting.
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