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Food Security versus Food Sovereignty:
Choice of Concept, Policies, and Classes in

Vietnam’s Post-Reform Economy

TRAN THI THU TRANG

ABSTRACT. This article discusses two important concepts of food security and food
sovereignty in the context of Vietnam’s post-reform economy. It examines Vietnam’s
persistent choice of the food security framework, its resulting policies and their
implications. The article argues that the choice of food security framework has served
to justify the promotion of industrial agriculture and international trade. While this
model has led to increased food productivity, it failed to guarantee access to and quality
of food, the other two important pillars of the food security framework. More important,
the article argues that the continued adoption of food security and industrial agriculture
is not neutral but reflects the shifting position of the Vietnamese government away from
the peasantry for the benefits of capital accumulation by other classes.
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INTRODUCTION

Vietnam has often been cited as a success story among developing
countries for achieving a combination of annual GDP growth rate of
mostly above 7 percent and annual poverty reduction rate of 4 percent
since the country launched its transition from planned to market
economy in the 1980s (Balisacan, Pernia, and Estrada 2003, 1). From
being a food importer, Vietnam has become a world exporter of several
key agricultural commodities such as rice and seafood. Such an
optimistic view has been echoed by numerous reports from multilateral
agencies, government bodies, and academic research, implying that the
economic policies adopted by the Vietnamese government have largely
been on the right track. Despite this success and optimism, however,
policymakers, researchers, and development agencies have started
showing concerns about the country’s capacity to feed its population
in the future, especially in view of the recent global food crises.
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Cumulated concerns led the Prime Minister’s Office to issue Resolution
No. 63/NQ-CP on Ensuring National Food Security in 2009. In this
resolution, the government situates food among its priorities and
affirms food security as its chosen conceptual and policy framework.

The concept of food security has many different definitions, but its
origin can be traced to the Bretton Wood institutions. Reflecting the
post-World War II food shortage, food security then implied efforts to
increase food production and national self-reliance (Lee 2007). These
included technological solutions in agrochemical fertilizers and
pesticides, high-yielding varieties, and agricultural mechanization.
These solutions, termed as the Green Revolution, had been actively
promoted by the World Bank and the government of the United States
in the Third World in the 1960s and 1970s.

The above strategies led to increase in food productivity and
production output. However, a number of studies have pointed out
that food security was not just a matter of production but of
distribution. Amartya Sen, in his book Poverty and Famine, demonstrated
how famines could occur amid sufficient food supply, due to insufficient
access to food (Sen 1982). Such critiques led to the incorporation of
“access” into the food security framework in the 1980s (FAO 1983;
World Bank 1986). The 1996 World Food Summit has broadened
further the food security concept to include the quality aspect of food.
In 2003, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO) formulated the definition of food security as follows:
“food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social
and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food and food
preferences to meet their dietary needs for an active and healthy life”
(2003, 8).

This latest definition of food security highlights the need to ensure
access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food. However, it is silent on
the mechanisms to achieve this goal. In fact, the food security
framework is presented as “a non-political, essentially technical concept
and approach” (Alex de Wad, quoted in Doornbos 2006, 8). It leaves
governments and development actors to identify strategies of their
choice, which in most cases imply the continuation of industrial
agriculture with green revolution technologies and greater international
trade. This flexibility might explain the widespread adoption of the
concept as it does not challenge the existing agricultural model nor
demand radical changes that could threaten the status quo.
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In contrast to food security, food sovereignty represents a very
different conceptual and political framework. While food sovereignty
shares similar objectives about access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious
food as the food security framework, it differs significantly from the
latter in several key aspects. First, food sovereignty is the outcome of
a bottom-up process through the work of Via Campesina, a transnational
movement of poor peasants and small farmers (Borras 2010, 790).
Second, unlike food security, food sovereignty includes mechanisms to
achieve stated objectives. At the 1996 World Food Summit in Rome,
the framework identifies four priority areas: “the right to food, access
to productive resources, mainstreaming of agroecological production,
and trade and local markets” (Lee 2007). The first priority area defines
“the right to food” similar to that of food security—that is, access to
safe, nutritious, and culturally acceptable food. However, the other
priority areas of food sovereignty clearly identify the approach to
achieving the right-to-food objective, which opposes industrial
agriculture, the use of agrochemical inputs, concentration of land and
other productive resources, and international trade regime, which are
implicit in the food security framework. And finally, food sovereignty
sharply differs from the food security approach in its perception of
food. For the former, food is not a mere market commodity to be
produced, exchanged, and consumed but something that carries
different sets of social relations. By advocating for access to productive
resources, agroecology, and local and regional markets, food sovereignty
proposes a paradigmatic change that removes the production, exchange,
and consumption of food out of market principles and re-embeds these
processes within the society. Food sovereignty is therefore a conceptual
framework with a clear political objective opposing mainstream
agricultural model and neoliberal policies (Borras 2010, 779; Lee
2007). The framework has become a rallying point for different social
groups, uniting “close to 200 (sub)national organizations from 56
countries in Latin America, North America, Asia, the Caribbean,
Africa and Europe” (Borras 2010, 779).

Despite the increased worldwide advocacy for food sovereignty,
mostly by civil societies and academics, Vietnam has faithfully endorsed
the food security framework. The Vietnamese government, through its
2009 Resolution on Food Security, demonstrates the continuation of
its food security framework and its development strategy based on
industrial agriculture, international trade, and technological solutions.
While the Vietnam National Farmers Association is a member of Via
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Campesina, it has not promoted food sovereignty principles in the
country. Other civil society and nongovernment organizations (NGOs)
have also been very silent on food sovereignty. A simple Google search
in February 2011 for an ninh luong thuc (food security in Vietnamese)
yielded about 13.4 million hits (more than 6.5 million if the term was
written with Vietnamese diacritics) while chu quyen luong thuc (food
sovereignty in Vietnamese) yielded only forty-five results (less than four
thousand with diacritics). Most of these food sovereignty hits merely
report about the movement in other countries and not in relation to
Vietnam per se. A few researchers and NGOs have adopted food
sovereignty in their analyses and project activities. However, they tend
to use food security and food sovereignty interchangeably or define
food sovereignty merely as “the right to food” (Anh 2010; Thanh et al.
2009). As discussed above, while food sovereignty advocates the “right
to food” similar to the food security approach, the former also
emphasizes three important and radically different principles to achieve
this goal. Thus, by defining food sovereignty only as the right to food,
these actors do not necessarily move away from the food security
framework.1

This article argues that while this chosen framework of food
security and its implicit strategy of industrial agriculture could result
in higher productivity and export revenues, this model fails to ensure
access to and quality of food—the two pillars of the food security
framework itself. In fact, the article argues that this choice is not neutral
but reflects the changing position of the Vietnamese government that
moves away from the peasantry and sides with other classes at the
expense of the former.

INDUSTRIAL AGRICULTURE AND ITS IMPLICATIONS

Self-reliance on food has long been one of the primary concerns of the
Vietnamese government. Upon arrival to power in 1954, the
government had made efforts to industrialize the agricultural sector as
a way to achieving food self-sufficiency. Its objective was to obtain large-
scale, intensive, and technology-driven production by collectivizing
land, establishing agricultural cooperatives, and promoting the use of
industrial inputs, notably of modern varieties (MVs) and agrochemicals.
The government, however, did not encourage the mechanization of
agricultural production to make use of its large rural workforce.
Investment in agriculture in the first half of the 1960s was five times
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higher than that in the 1958-60 period and mostly for irrigation and
MVs (Bhaduri and Rahman 1982, 35-42; Vinh 1997, 100-106).
While irrigation has long been part of wet rice farming in Vietnam, its
intensification is crucial to the adoption of those MVs. In the second
half of the 1960s, the government pushed further its industrialization
efforts by forming high-level cooperatives, allowing large-scale specialized
production and further adoption of modern technologies (Long 1993,
167; Kerkvliet 2005, 85; Taylor 2007). However, inappropriate
production organization of the cooperatives resulted in sluggish food
production. In addition, the increase in scope and intensity of the
Vietnam War by the mid-1960s significantly drained food and other
resources out of the countryside. As a result, the country suffered from
food scarcity and had to depend on food imports (Kerkvliet 2005, 85-
86).

The end of the war in 1975 exposed the weakness of the cooperative
system, triggering the economic reform in the 1980s, which liberalized
production and exchange, allowing the private sector to be part of the
economy, thus marking the transition from a planned to a market
economy. The government reduced the scale of production by breaking
down large cooperatives into family farms but remained in line with its
modernizing objectives, pushing further for industrial agriculture
through irrigation, the use of modern rice varieties, and agrochemical
inputs. For instance, from the start of reunification to the end of the
1980s, national hydraulic investments amounted to about 62 percent
of all agricultural capitalization (Miller 2007, 197). Most of those
efforts were carried out in the Mekong Delta and allowed double or
triple cropping in a single year. About three hundred thousand
hectares of single-crop deepwater floating rice paddies were transformed
into double or triple-crop irrigated fields in the early 1980s (Bong
2000). Hydraulic engineering has also allowed the widespread adoption
of short-cycle high-yielding cultivars, which tripled from six hundred
thousand hectares planted in the Mekong Delta in 1975 to 2.1 million
hectares in 1993, a surge from one-third to three quarters of the area’s
paddy fields in twenty years (Pingali et al. 1997, 351-52; Young et al.
2002, 8-10; see also discussion in Thanh and Singh 2006, 117;
Käkönen 2009, 206-8; Sneddon and Binh 2001, 246-47; Miller
2007).

The adoption rate of MVs in the country had increased on average
from 17 percent in 1980 to 90 percent in 2000, while that in the
Mekong Delta was slightly above 93 percent in 1998 (Bong 2000; Ut
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and Kajisa 2006, 168). Hybrid rice varieties, which further increase
productivity but require seed processing at every generation (GRAIN
2008), were also introduced into Vietnam in the early 1990s and
planted on more than 720,000 hectares by 2009 (Bong 2000; VOV
News 2009). In turn, the application of chemical fertilizers increased
by an annual average of 11.5 percent between 1976 and 1992 (Pingali
et al. 1997, 352; AgroViet 2010; IRRI 2009; see also Ut and Kajisa
2006, 170-72). Inputs came in short supply by the late 1980s as
troubles flared up in the Soviet Union, the main supplier, and across
the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (Comecon). The
Vietnamese government, however, quickly addressed that scarcity by
liberalizing the input markets, allowing the private sector to sell
directly to farmers. It also decentralized agrochemical importation,
authorizing provincial governments to purchase directly abroad using
their own funds (Fforde and Sénèque 1994, 21; Fforde and De Vylder
1996, 180; Pingali et al. 1997, 348; Hai 2003, 53). As a result,
Vietnam was able to increase its import of fertilizers from 1.8 million
tons in 1989 to 2.1 million tons in 1990 (Fforde and Sénèque 1994,
33). Since then, the use of agrochemical inputs has further intensified.
In the production of rice, the use of chemical fertilizers had increased
from 41 kg/ha in 1976 to 182 kg/ha in 1994 (Young et al. 2002, 14-
15). The annual national consumption of fertilizer had increased from
four hundred thousand tons in 1976 to eight million tons in 2009
(Young et al. 2002, 15; AgroViet 2010). Similarly, the use of plant
protection agrochemicals grew rapidly from twenty thousand tons in
1991 to fifty thousand tons in 2009 (Dasgupta et al. 2005, 5; AgroViet
2010; see also Le Coq and Trebuil 2005, 545). Having quickly caught
up with other Asian countries on the Green Revolution, Vietnam now
makes a comparable use of agrochemicals, even surpassing others in
some respects (Pingali et al. 1997, 350; Dung and Dung 2003, 2-3).

In addition to industrialization of the agricultural sector, the
Vietnamese government made efforts to integrate into the global
economy in the 1990s. It implemented a number of policies, notably
the 1993 Land Law that some consider as “the most radical and
determined step toward establishing private land-use rights” (Hayami
1994, 9), the development of the agricultural processing industry and
an export-led agriculture, and the normalization of trade relations with
China and the United States and accession to regional and global
trading organizations, notably the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations, the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), and The
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World Trade Organization (WTO) (Fforde and Sénèque 1994, 1-2;
Cuc 1995, 89; Thayer 1999; Kokko and Sjöholm 2004, 70; Dosch
and Tuan 2004, 197-98). These marked a significant shift in the
Vietnamese development strategy as the country was trying not only to
increase its agricultural production but also to gain access to international
agricultural markets. This occured as neoliberalism became a dominant
global discourse, which advocated the incorporation of food production
with international trade through a number of agreements under the
Uruguay Round and later the WTO (Lee 2007).

The above efforts have led to significant growth. Vietnam became
not only self-reliant in food but also an important food exporter in the
world market. It moved from “importing about half a million tons of
food annually in 1986-1988, [to becoming] the third-largest exporter
of rice by 1989” (Dodsworth et al. 1996, 4). Vietnam has now become
an important world producer of food, accounting for 15 to 20 percent
of the global rice market volume (IRRI 2007). Agricultural export
revenues also increased significantly. “In 2002, the total export
turnover of agri-forest products was 2.8 billion USD, that is, up by 3.1
times as compared with that of 1990” (MARD, 1). During the 2008
global food crisis, the Vietnamese government decided against free
trade principles, however, by temporarily freezing rice exports to
ensure domestic food security and increase rice export value amid
reduced export quantities. Nevertheless, despite all these successes in
food production and export revenues, post-reform policies of industrial
agriculture and global market integration in Vietnam have failed to
ensure availability of nutritious and safe food and access to them for
everyone—the other two pillars of the food sovereignty framework.

Since the reform, many studies have documented the reemergence
of class differentiation as a result of horizontal capital accumulation.
In the Mekong Delta, some studies find that larger farms use more hired
labor and apply technological innovation in their production, such as
machinery, high-yield varieties, fertilizers, and insecticides. Since 1998,
however, the price of inputs has increased steadily while the price of rice
has fluctuated. Only rich farmers are able to make profits from
industrial farming. In turn, poor peasants had to sell their land to
richer farmers, mostly due to debts, production failures, and sickness.
The land market was well established, especially after the implementation
of the 1993 Land Law that legalized the transfer of land-use right, and
has led to intensified land concentration and increased proportion of
landless peasants in the Mekong Delta. Akram-Lodhi (2005, 84)
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demonstrates that “whereas 28 percent of rural households in the
Mekong Delta in 1994 had less than 0.2 hectares of land, by 1997 the
figure had risen to 37 percent (World Bank and ADB 2002, 49).
Similarly, whereas 16.9 percent of rural households in the Mekong
Delta were landless in 1993, by 2002 that figure had risen to 28.9
percent” (see also Taylor 2004; Le Meur 2005; Luong 2003). Land
concentration and peasant differentiation are also observed in the
northern uplands as well as in the Central Highlands where ethnic
minorities have lost their land to state farms and Kinh migrants for the
cultivation of new cash crops such as coffee (Henin 2002; Van 2002
and Loi 2000, cited in Suu 2004, 271).

Many of those landless peasants have become rural laborers or
urban migrant workers (Akram-Lodhi 2005, 95). Some might view it
as a positive sign that the country is moving successfully from an
agrarian to industrial and service-based economy. This transition
would see the dynamic nonfarm-sector pulls along the more passive,
laid-back agricultural sector either through consumption and investment
linkages and making the agricultural sector more industrialized and
productive. However, despite the government’s persistent efforts to
industrialize and modernize the country, the industrial and service
sectors both in cities and the countryside have seen few development
projects that could absorb a large number of rural exoduses. “In
contrast to China, pre-reform Vietnam did not encourage rural
industrialization. Nor therefore did the institutional structures exist
from which rural off-farm enterprises could be nurtured and launched
once markets liberalized” (Van de Walle and Cratty 2003, 7 quoting
O’Connor 1998). Limited job offers imply vulnerability to poverty or
low income for migrant workers. According to FAO studies, 14
percent of the Vietnamese population is still undernourished, most of
them being small landholders and landless peasants as well as poor
urban migrants (FAO 2004; 2008, 48). A recent study by Pincus and
Sender (2008) has also shown that while figuring among the poorest
groups, migrant workers are excluded from official statistics, notably
the well-known Vietnam Living Standards Surveys (VLSS) and the
Vietnam Household Living Standards Surveys (VHLSS). This implies
that Vietnam’s success on poverty reduction might have been
overestimated (ibid).

Post-reform industrial agriculture and global market integration
also affect those remaining in the countryside. Peasants are increasingly
facing the broken promises of doi moi. While they have obtained higher
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productivity, they have also become increasingly dependent through
upward and downward linkages on actors outside of the peasantry for
production and marketing of outputs. This has increased the cost of
production but with diminished productivity. For example, while the
amount of agrochemical inputs has increased rapidly, “the average
amount of paddy produced per kilogram of fertilizer declined from 50
kg in the period 1976-81 to 20 kg by 1994-95” (Young et al. 2002, 14-
15). The de facto privatization of land as a result of the 1993 Land Law
and the rapid processes of land concentration and urbanization have
also skyrocketed agricultural land price. Several Vietnamese real-estate
websites, such as Nhadatvang.vn, Muabannhadat.com.vn, and
nhaban.com, advertised paddy fields and agroforestry land for sale at
about USD 100,000.00 per hectare. Although it is not clear whether
buyers of those lands would invest in rice and agroforestry or rather in
urban and industrial activities, this nevertheless put a lot of pressure on
the land market and increased investment costs to farmers.

While production costs increased rapidly, profits have decreased
or been unstable. Efforts to integrate into the global market have
opened more markets for Vietnamese products but also exposed
producers to more vulnerability. The country and its agricultural
producers have faced competitiveness and volatility in the international
market. While peasants continue to invest their resources in a variety
of agricultural activities, the results are far from certain, depending on
the nature of the specific markets in which they participate but over
which they, as well as the Vietnamese government, have little control.
Increased production costs, reduced profitability, and unstable markets
have led to bankruptcies, leaving many farmers in debts. From small-
scale watermelon growers in Hoa Binh province to large-scale shrimp,
rice, and coffee producers in the Mekong Delta and Highland, the
experiences have been similar—that is, of unpredictable success (Cau
2010; Trang 2009, 2010). Tra Vinh province, for instance, has lost
about 30 percent of its industrial farms due to failures over the last
decade. Similarly, Dong Thap province has also lost about 50 percent
of catfish farms (Binh, Dai, and Canh 2010). Many that have kept
farming find themselves in an impasse, not knowing in what farming
activities to invest. Others continue farming for the sole objective of
keeping access to food as profits are insignificant (from 2010 field
research by the author in several localities in the Red River Delta).

Industrial agriculture and global market integration allow vertical
capital accumulation. On the one hand, peasants, both rich and poor,
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find their production costs surge while increases in productivity and
sale prices have not been commensurate (GRAIN 2008; York 2008).
On the other hand, industrialists, merchants, creditors, and technocrats
have taken advantage of the increase in business opportunities from
monocultures and peasant dependency on commercial seeds, hydraulic
infrastructure, agrochemical inputs, processing, and commodified
distribution. This process thus allows the extraction of agricultural
surplus through upward and downward linkages at the expense of the
peasantry.

Not only have industrial farming and global market integration
impoverished the peasantry and reduced the latter’s capacity to access
food, those processes have also affected the quality of food, with many
food scares documented in both domestic and international markets
over the last decade (Scott 2005, 5-6; World Bank 2006; APEC 2006).
These include, for instance, the abuse in the use of pesticides and
preservatives in vegetable and fruit production; drugs, hormones, and
other chemicals in pork meat and seafood; formaldehyde in rice
noodles; urea in fish sauce; and carcinogenic agents in soy sauce. As
industrial agriculture and global market integration imply higher
capitalization thresholds, larger production scale, and deeper
dependence on industrial inputs, farmers are being squeezed by
different actors outside the peasantry while assuming wider risks and
often for reduced profit margins. Yet with the large amount of
investment already vested, it would be difficult and costly for them to
quit and embark on other economic activities. Many peasants would
resort to whatever means available, including unsafe production
practices, to safeguard their investments. In the shrimp industry, for
instance, many have abused chemicals to guard off diseases while some
resorted to cheating practices to cope with market fluctuations and
maintain some profits or at least recoup their investments (field
research in Giao Thuy, 2010). In fact, unsafe practices in production
and processing rarely seem to be acts of ignorance or malice but spring
from farmers’ coping strategies to claim back profits eroded by the
overwhelming dominance of the agrofood industry.

INDUSTRIAL AGRICULTURE AS A CHOICE OF CLASS

As shown above, the Vietnamese government adopts the food security
framework, emphasizing access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food
as its objectives. It considers, however, industrial farming, with the
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Green Revolution technologies and international trade, as the means
to achieving these objectives. The latest government resolution on
food security clearly confirms this chosen strategy (Government of Viet
Nam 2009). Yet this model has been found inefficient and inappropriate
to the Vietnamese context where land is scarce and inputs are mostly
imported and thus costly while labor is more abundant and relatively
cheap. In turn, its reliance on large-scale production, heavy use of
agrochemical inputs, and international trade have led to impressive
increase in production output but caused land concentration,
inequalities, impoverishment, and inadequate food access as well as
dubious food quality. These problems would necessitate questioning
this industrial agriculture model and pondering alternatives along the
line of food sovereignty framework. Yet, the upholding of industrial
agriculture raises the question whether the latter may have long been
the main objective, with food security as its mere justification.

In fact, industrial agriculture has long been supported by the
Vietnamese government as a tool of capital accumulation and surplus
extraction. For instance, during collectivization, state extraction had
increased rapidly. “In 1966-1975, state agencies extracted about 19
percent of the distributable staple food production from cooperatives;
in 1976-1980, the figure was 21 percent. In 1981-1986, it jumped to
26 percent and in 1987 it reached 29 percent” (Kerkvliet 2005, 206).
Similarly, “in the late 1960s–late 1970s, a collective cooperative took
on average 13-15 percent of distributable production. The proportion
increased during the 1980s, reaching 21 percent by 1987” (ibid.).
However, this extraction was used to finance the American war and
social and economic developments that also benefited the peasantry.
The government, for instance, systematically built primary schools and
commune healthcare centers, considering “formal education and
health services as rights of citizenship” (London 2004, 128). “[B]etween
1975 and 1980, gross enrollments in primary, lower secondary and
upper secondary education increased by 19 percent, 25 percent, and
28 percent respectively” (ibid., 129). Similarly, the government also
prioritized investments in rural infrastructure. According to Vinh
(1997, 106), investments in irrigation in 1966-1971 and 1971-1975
were 4.04 and 6.06 times higher, respectively, compared to those in
1955-1957. Numerous irrigation schemes started at this time and
attracted a large number of rural laborers.

This reflected a symbiotic relationship between the state and the
peasantry. The state relied particularly on the peasantry to gain power
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and to win the wars. It was therefore careful to gain the support of this
sector. The land reform policy in the 1950s and subsequent
collectivization policies had been part of strategies to promote socialist
egalitarian principles, thus gaining legitimacy among poor peasants,
rewarding revolutionary support and stabilizing the new political
system (Kolko 1997, 121-24; Kerkvliet 2005, 256). This thus explains
why despite hardships, peasant resistance during collectivization was
not open or confrontational but constituted mostly of individual acts
that resisted the inappropriateness of the cooperative’s production but
did not question state legitimacy and ruling (Trang 2009).

The reform period from the early 1980s and mid-1990s reduced
state’s extraction of agricultural surplus, allowing the peasantry to
retain a bigger share of their output. This reduced poverty and
contributed to peasants’ improved livelihood. However, the peasantry
has been increasingly differentiated, impoverishing and forcing many
into landless laborers. In addition, nonstate actors have also quickly
stepped in to extract agricultural surplus through their downward and
upward linkages. While extraction has been exercised from different
directions by different actors, it has benefited mostly other classes
outside the peasantry (GSO 2000, 17-18). In addition, the state
through the health and education programs has dropped its former
objective of providing social services that are free and accessible to all.
As a result, “between 1989 and 1991, enrolment in lower and upper
secondary education in Vietnam declined sharply—by over 40 percent
in many places—and would not recover to 1985 levels until the mid-
1990s” (London 2004, 130). “Vietnamese consumers’ ‘out-of-pocket’
expenditures accounted for perhaps 70 percent of total (both state and
private) mass education expenditure” (ibid., 132).

However, the above policies with the clear impacts on the peasantry
do not result from bureaucratic ignorance or shortsightedness but
reflect the shifting position of the Vietnamese government away from
the peasantry for the benefits of other classes. One of the most glaring
examples of such change has been the state support of the appropriation
and conversion of agricultural land, including paddy fields, into higher-
value crop production, urban expansion, industrial zones, as well as
recreational developments. According to Le Dang Doanh (quoted in
Mydans 2011), a well-known economist in Hanoi, “We have a totally
opposite situation from the past, when the Communist Party of
Vietnam was taking land from the landlord and distributing it to the
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farmer . . . Now the Communist Party and the government are taking
the land from the farmer and handing it over to the private sector.”

In 2001, for instance, the government authorized the conversion
of sixty thousand hectares of coastal paddy land into shrimp ponds
across twenty-three provinces (Lebel et al. 2002, 318). Other land
losses since the early 1990s have been to industrial, urban, and
recreational rezoning (Suu 2009, 12). By 2007, Vietnam had 150
industrial parks, occupying more than thirty-two thousand hectares,
with plans, according to Dang Huy Dong, deputy minister of Planning
and Investment, to “develop an additional 40,000–50,000 hectares of
land for industrial parks throughout the country over the next five
years, totaling 60,000–80,000 hectares. He said the goal for 2020 was
120,000 hectares of industrial parks” (Quang 2010; see also Suu 2009,
13).

The conversion of agricultural lands into golf courses is another
vivid example of this new state-peasantry relationship. In 2008,
Vietnam had 123 golf courses, occupying about forty thousand
hectares, much of which converted from agriculture or forest lands. For
instance, a 2007 golf course project in Hung Yen province was laid
entirely on 180 hectares of paddy fields of the Nghia Tru and Long
Hung communes. Another golf course and recreational center of 254
hectares in Hanoi also took over rice land in Sai Son commune, Quoc
Ai district (Ton 2008; see also Tung 2009). While golf courses reclaim
vast areas of agricultural production and displace numerous rural
households, they provide recreational services to a few, and accumulation
opportunities to even fewer. In 2008, the number of golfers across
Vietnam (a country of eighty-six million people) was estimated at five
thousand, of which a mere two thousand frequent the golf course.

According to Nguyen Tri Ngoc, head of the Crop Production
Department, Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development,
“Vietnam’s agricultural land is being uncontrollably devoured by
industrial parks and golf courses. No country in the world can reclaim
rice cultivation land as easily as Vietnam can” (Tung 2009). The charge
is led by a class coalition of investors, builders, service providers, and,
most important, authorities. The latter often use administrative
discretion—including illegal means, such as record falsification—to
appropriate land and pass it on to developers. In the Vinh Long
province, for example, the productivity of paddy fields in newly
designated industrial areas was marked at 4 tons/ha, much lower than
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the actual 6-7 tons/ha, to downgrade land category and legalize its
conversion (Phong 2010).

As a result of those developments, paddy land has declined
significantly, from 4.5 million hectares in 1978 to 4.1 million hectares
in 2009. It is expected to shrink down to 3.5 million hectares by 2020
(GSO 2000, 15; MOIT 2009). Even when taking into account the
improvement of land and crops resulting in double and triple yearly
cropping, rice-harvested areas increased from 5.5 million hectares in
1980 to 7.7 million hectares in 1999, but then sloped down to 7.4
million hectares by 2008, a drop of 4 percent (IRRI 2009). Such
conversion trends have affected not only food production but also
livelihoods, notably of poor rural households due to lack of adequate
income alternatives. For instance, while shrimp farming often provides
better returns than rice, that production is geared toward export to
affluent national markets at the expense of staple grains for all groups
of consumers, including food insecure ones. Fforde and Sénèque
(1994, 13) had already noticed a significant decline in food production
from the northeast of the Mekong Delta, near Ho Chi Minh City,
where by 1991 it was down “to half of the yearly subsistence
requirement.” Similarly, between 2000 and 2004, the conversion of
5,500 hectares of land in Hanoi had affected 138,000 families, of
which a third were rural households (Suu 2009, 13). Overall, the
grabbing of agricultural land has affected more than six hundred
thousand households of which more than 50 percent were unable to
maintain their previous living standard (Tap chi cong san 2008; Tuyen
2008). The conversions have also come with environmental costs that
have further impact on production and food security. The waste
discharges of industrial zones have been extensively documented (Em
2007; Hien 2010), like the increased use of water and agrochemical in
golf course maintenance (Ton 2008).

This change in state-peasantry relations has led to increased rural
unrests, notably in relation to land. While resistance has taken
different forms and channels, from formal complaints to informal acts,
at the individual or collective scales, and of spontaneous or organized
nature, their number and intensity have increased rapidly (Trang
2009). For instance, through the legal system, formal complaints
related to land use received by the Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environment (MONRE) have increased from about five thousand in
2003 to twelve thousand in 2007 (World Bank 2010, 47). From
another source, land disputes account for 70-80 percent of the total
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litigation cases in Vietnam, while the number almost doubled from
eighteen thousand in 2005 to over thirty-one thousand in 2007 (Binh
2009). Other farmers, skeptical of or frustrated by formal channels,
have reverted to direct confrontation. Rural unrest sprung in the
Central Highlands in 2002 where ethnic minorities had lost land to
state farms and lowland Kinh migrants for the cultivation of new cash
crops such as coffee (Trang 2009). In January 2009, some two
thousand peasants protested against land grabbing for an urban
commercial and recreational project in Van Giang district, Hung Yen
province (Phuong 2009). A month later, similar issues mobilized
another four hundred peasants protesting against local authorities in
Long Thanh district, Dong Nai province (BBC 2009).

CONCLUSION

This article demonstrates that despite the alternative framework of
food sovereignty, the Vietnamese government has shown no interest in
what it offers, and remains instead strongly committed to a framework
of food security based on industrial agriculture. It promotes large-scale
farming; intensive use of machinery, agrochemicals, and modern rice
varieties; and the integration of farmers into the global market. While
the country has so far reached high levels of productivity, it has failed
to ensure access to safe and nutritious food for all, the other two aspects
of food security. Furthermore, industrial agriculture has led to land
concentration and class differentiation within the peasantry. On the
one hand, this process has turned many into landless rural laborers or
migrant workers, threatening their livelihood and access to food. On
the other hand, it increasingly subjected those who have remained in
the agricultural sector to unequal power relations for the benefits of
actors outside the peasantry. Despite producing more, the peasants’
share of the profit has been shrinking. This affects not only their
livelihoods but often the quality of products, as some have turned to
unsafe agricultural practices as coping strategies.

Despite the mounting limits and contradictions of industrial
agriculture, the fact that the Vietnamese government maintains its
course on food security and industrial agriculture is not the result of
an intellectual shortcoming. Instead, it reflects a political economy
that is shifting political and state support for the peasantry toward the
benefit of other nonfarm groups. As discussed in this article, that trend
largely responds to the rising power of the country’s new bourgeoisie
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through the doi moi transformation of the past twenty-five years, with
its interests vested in the continuity of industrial agriculture, hence
antagonistic to systemic alternatives that food sovereignty would offer.

As it grows stronger with market integration, privatization, and the
restructuring of processes and relations of production throughout the
Vietnamese society, such political economy is becoming a formidable
obstacle to change. Yet, while social contradictions and pre-revolutionary
patterns of class relations and struggles reemerge, other structural
constraints are quickly emerging. In addition, as Fortier discusses in
this issue, the spectre of climate change and energy crisis conjures with
the dynamics exposed here to set the stage for a reckless synergy of
mounting threat to food security and the unwillingness to reconsider
alternative policies. The Vietnamese state therefore urgently needs to
take stock of its strategy, acknowledge the social and physical limits of
industrial agriculture, and face the power of entrenched interests
before it grows even stronger. On that revisiting, the reorganization of
food production and distribution along principles of food sovereignty
offers not only viable alternatives, but possibly the only path to avert
the collapse of Vietnamese food security.
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NOTE

1. Such endorsement of the government’s food security framework and the lack of
an agrarian social movement on food sovereignty have not been surprising
considering the political environment in Vietnam. The Vietnam National Farmers
Association is one of the mass organizations sponsored by the state and has served
state interests. Other organizations are independent from the state but nevertheless
have to function under state control. Several studies demonstrate that while those
organizations enjoy relative freedom, especially at the local level and in relation to
social and economic issues, they are rather silent in relation to other sensitive
issues such as government policies and democracy (Nørlund 2007, 88; Hannah
2007). The issuance in 2009 of Decision 97/2009/QD-TTg, limiting independent
research to some approved subjects, and the subsequent closing down of the
Vietnam Institute of Development Studies, a critical research and policy advocacy
organization, demonstrate the government’s determination to control and keep
civil societies under defined parameters.
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