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FOREWORD 

 

The “Doi moi” movement during the 1980s has resulted in the 
outstanding development of Vietnam agriculture sector with significant 
achievement in poverty alleviation, food security, and export growth. 
Agriculture’s impressive performance is considered one of the most 
important efforts of the socio-economic transformation of Vietnam, 
which is realized through the prominent contribution of Vietnamese 
farmers. The rural area has witnessed noticeable improvements in terms 
of public service and infrastructure systems, and the living conditions of 
rural dwellers have also increased. However, these improvements to 
farmers’ lives are at a much slower pace than those of urban occupants. 
A large proportion of rural people are on the edge of poverty or near 
poverty, a sudden income shock could easily cause them to fall back into 
poverty at any time - especially among the communities of ethnic 
minorities and people living in mountainous regions where poverty rate 
soars to 50 percent. The wealth gap between urban and rural area is 
widening, and future opportunities for farmers’ children to achieve 
substantial education and find decent employment is distressed. The 
overuse of agriculture chemical results in alarming environment pollution 
and adversely affects the health of rural people.  

Additionally, the negative impacts of climate change and extensive 
international economic integration in recent years have exacerbated the 
above risks, putting a significant number of farmers at risk of 
impoverishment. The changing climate brings increased risks of floods 
and pests in the short-term and of production structure change in the 
long-term - due to flooding will cause the loss of a significant amount 
of agricultural land in the lower region of the Mekong Delta and Red 
River Delta1.  

 
1 According to the climate change scenarios of Ministry of Natural Resource and 
Enviroment in 2011, by the end of 21st century, the total agricultural land is estimated 
to be of reduction by 12% in Red River Delta and 24% in Mekong River Delta. 



2 

Apropos of economic integration, at the time of this writing, Vietnam 
joined 12 free trade agreements (FTAs) which allow the country to boost 
its agricultural product export to global markets. However, these FTAs 
come with strict regulations of market access, technical standards and 
require strong competitiveness to which only an agriculture sector of 
modern technology application, commercial-level production, quality 
and market standards assurance can respond. Currently, Vietnamese 
agriculture still consists of small-scale farmers and only 13% of rural 
labourers receive some forms therefore training so they are facing 
difficulties when it comes to fierce competitiveness of global economic 
integration. Domestic enterprises operating in the agriculture sector are 
scant in quantity, small in size and scattered in distribution. 
Multinational corporations and countries of strong agricultural produce 
are aiming to exploit the raw materials and occupy the enormous 
consumer markets of Vietnam. 

New Industry 4.0 technologies have undergone vast development in 
recent years will offer a valuable opportunity for the Vietnamese 
agricultural sector to enter a smart, strongly market-connected stage, but 
it also implies a risk for labourers who had switched from farm to non-
farm industries. The use of artificial intelligence operated self-assembly 
lines in labour-intensive industries (such as: textile, footwear, mechanical 
assembly, etc) are gradually putting low-quality labourers out of 
employment. But in the meantime, Vietnamese farmers have not received 
the sufficient knowledge and skills to readily participate in contemporary 
agricultural manufacturing processes and value chains. Undoubtedly, 
unemployment and labour surplus are significant risks for the rural people 
of Vietnam. 

Within the context of natural resources, exploitation is reaching 
threshold level. Pressure from technological innovation is increasing, and 
the adverse impact of climate change is also escalating. The role of 
farmers in agriculture and rural development is becoming more important 
than ever. Vietnam’s golden age is expected to last for the next 20 to 30 
years. In order to formulate effective growth policies based on human 
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resources, it is important to obtain a better understanding of the current 
livelihoods of Vietnamese farmers. 

There are numerous studies in Vietnam that comprehensively analyse 
the livelihood of farmers in specific regions all over the country. For 
example, the study by Dao The Tuan (1977) on status and solutions for 
sustainable livelihoods of communities in Hanoian suburbs, which 
occurred during the urbanization process. And his study on production 
diversification of farm households in the Red River Delta. The study of 
Vo Van Tuan and Le Canh Dung (2015) focuses on factors affecting the 
livelihoods of farm households in the Mekong Delta. These researches 
adopt a sampling method using a population of few hundred households. 
This is combined with case study analysis to document the livelihoods 
of farmers in one specific commune, one specific district or one specific 
area. Other studies use descriptive statistics and regression analysis 
based on available secondary data, focusing on assessing livelihood or 
income diversification of rural households and identifying relevant 
affecting factors.  

The studies using data results of the Vietnam Household Living 
Standards Survey (VHLSS) show that there is an improvement in rural 
household’s livelihoods. However, agricultural production is still a vital 
source of livelihood for most households in rural areas. The livelihood 
diversification is believed to help in poverty reduction and living standard 
improvement. The current trend is toward crop and livestock production 
restructuring - switching from low-value crops and livestock to higher-
value ones, or from agriculture production to other non-farm, salary-
based employments. Livelihood diversification is strongly affected by a 
household’s resources factor. There is other research using data results of 
the Vietnam Access to Resources Household Survey (VARHS). In 
particular, Finn Tarp (2016) uses data obtained from VARHS surveys 
from 2006 to 2014 to illustrate the growth, restructuring, and changes of 
rural areas in Vietnam during the last decade. This research comes to a 
similar conclusion as other above studies: livelihood diversification is the 
norm in rural areas, and there is an explicit transfer of labours from farm 
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activities to non-farm and salary-paying work. Households who adopt 
livelihood diversification witness better living standards, however, this 
observation is mainly of poor and minority group households, or those 
who are seriously affected by unexpected income shocks. 

In addition to comprehensive studies, there is research on farmer’s 
subsistence which focuses on more specific aspects or integrated parts of 
development studies. Studies on point: the report on the relation of 
migration and improving living standards in Vietnam (Brawn and 
Harigaya 2017); the report on thirty years of Doi moi (Dang Kim Son et 
al., 2014); the report on farmers’ collaboration in promoting their rights 
and voices (Oxfarm 2015), the study on psychological factors affecting 
production decisions of farmers (Bui Thi Van Anh 2018), the article on 
farmers’ happiness and well-being (Markussen et al., 2018), etc. 
Generally speaking, the approach of assessing farmer’s livelihood in 
specific areas leads to lack of comparison nor a comprehensive view. 
While other broad qualitative research can present the overall picture, 
they lack supporting quantitative evidence. In order to overcome these 
limitations, a research team consisting of members of the Institute of 
Agriculture Market and Institution Research (AMI) and the Institute 
of Policy and Strategy for Agriculture and Rural Development 
(IPSARD) joined together to develop the book project “Portrait of 
Vietnamese farmers’ livelihoods in the context of economic 
integration 1990 - 2018” 

The book contains ten chapters. In the first chapter, we will discuss 
the definition of “Vietnamese farm households”. Chapter Two takes a 
close look at their livelihood strategies and their production organization. 
Chapter Three, Four, Five, Six, Seven and Eight present our analyses and 
findings about the current status of farmers’ livelihoods following six 
main aspects: (i) income, expenditure, saving; (ii) land and property;  
(iii) healthcare, nutrition, physical health and education; (iv) labour and 
employment; (v) interaction with policy and authorities; and (vi) risks and 
risk coping strategies. In Chapter Nine, the opportunities and challenges 
for developing a sustainable livelihood strategy for farmers will be 
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discussed. Lastly, Chapter Ten closes with policy suggestions for 
developing a sustainable livelihood strategy that will protect farmers’ 
rights, and enhance their benefits and well-being. 

Spatially speaking, the project analyses the livelihood of farm 
households across the country, making comparisons between major agro-
ecological regions, urban and rural areas, and between Vietnam and the 
world in some cases. In relation to time, we focus on the period of after 
Doi moi (1986-2018) but give special attention to the period 1995-2018. 
This was the time when Vietnam began its intensive process of economic 
integration, industrialization, and urbanization, which deeply affected 
farmers' lives. This is also the period when available data related to farm 
households become more rich and abundant. 

We use the Sustainable livelihoods framework developed in 2003 by 
the British Department for International Development (DFID) to assess 
the different dimensions of farmers’ lives in Vietnam. This framework 
focuses on four main sustainable aspects: 

(i)  Environmental sustainability is achieved when the productivity 
of life-supporting natural resources is conserved or enhanced for 
use by future generations. 

(ii)  Economic sustainability, in the context of the livelihoods of the 
poor, is achieved if a baseline level of economic welfare can be 
achieved and sustained.  

(iii) Social sustainability is achieved when social exclusion is 
minimised and social equity maximised. 

(iv)  Institutional sustainability is achieved when prevailing 
structures and processes have the capacity to continue to perform 
their functions over the long term 

Using the sustainable livelihood framework, we access the 
livelihoods in respect to five core asset categories of capital upon which 
livelihoods are built (referred to hereafter as capital), including human 
capital, social capital, natural capital, physical capital, and financial 
capital. We then identify the vulnerability of each capital and develop a 
strategy for each. The framework is illustrated in detail as below. 
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Figure 0-1. Sustainable livelihoods framework 

 
Source: DFID (2003) 

In this study, we use available data sets which relate to the livelihoods 
and development of Vietnamese farmers during the period 1990 - 2018, 
divided into two main categories: 

1. Secondary data from large-scaled surveys and 
analysed by research team 

- The Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey (VHLSS) from 
2002 to 2016: representative sampling survey for regional level and 
country level. The survey is conducted every two years by General 
Statistical Office (GSO). Information collected includes: employment 
status, income, expenditure, education, the use of health services, 
housing, amenity as possession and property, and credit. 

- The Vietnam Access to Resources Household Survey (VARHS) 
from 2006 - 2016: representative sampling survey for provincial level. 
The survey is conducted every two years in 12 provinces of Vietnam by 
the Copenhagen University, the Central Institute for Economic 
Management (CIEM), the Institute of Policy and Strategy for Agriculture 
and Rural Development (IPSARD), and the Institute of Labour. 
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Information collected includes: land status, credit, associated risks, 
faith/happiness, and social capital. 

- Rural, Agricultural and Fishery Census (AgroCensus) 2001, 2006, 
2011 and 2016: the total population sampling survey with participants of 
interest were rural households and agriculture household in urban area. 
Information collected includes: land status, agriculture production 
activities of urban households and economic activities of rural 
households, and the status of rural enterprises.  

- The Viet Nam Provincial Governance and Public Administration 
Performance Index (PAPI): representative sampling survey for provincial 
level. PAPI is a collaboration between the Centre for Community Support 
and Development Studies (CECODES), the Centre for Research and 
Training of the Viet Nam Fatherland Front (VFF-CRT), the Real-Time 
Analytics, and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 
The index assesses citizen experiences with national and local 
government performance in governance, public administration and public 
service delivery. 

- General Nutrition Survey (1987 - 1989, 2000 and 2009 - 2010): 
conducted by the National Institute of Nutrition, includes: information on 
maternal and child nutrition status, nutritional anemia, epidemiological 
survey and food safety practices. 

2. Other dataset collected and processed by external 
agencies 

Collected data and analysis extracted from reports of large-scale 
surveys or published statistics extracted from the website of various 
governing agencies: General population and housing survey (1989, 1999, 
and 2009); Annual labour force survey; Provincial Statistical Yearbook 
(63 provinces nationwide). Moreover, data extracted from reliable 
international sources such as the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), UNDP, the United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO). 

  




