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Civicness in Question:

The Case of Women’s Activities in Rural Vietnam

Takeko Iinuma

1. Introduction

Since the 1980s, there has been growing interest in the roles that civil society and civic activities
play in social and economic endeavor across the world. Studies with a greater focus on citizens and
their initiatives came to cover a wide range of practical and theoretical themes, such as participatory
approaches, social/community networks, community involvement and social capital. In the 1990s,
such perspectives were extended to the studies of the post-Soviet societies with much attention to how
the civic sphere would take shape after the democratization of the one-party regimes. Although
democratization is yet to be seen, Vietnam was not an exception in attracting such scholarly interest at
the time of these dynamic changes of the former Eastern Bloc. In the period after the introduction of
Doi Moi (Renovation) in 1986, as a result of the shift from a centrally-planned economy to a
market-oriented economy, Vietnam experienced a rapid economic growth with the growth rate of 5.1-7.1
percent between 1990 and 2015 (World Bank Development Indicators). While the economic opening
has been the central purpose of Doi Moi, new attention has been directed to understanding how and to
what extent opportunities for civic activities would emerge in post-Doi Moi Vietnam.'

How much civic space has opened up as a result of the new political environment after the
introduction of the Doi Moi policy, and to what degree does the Vietnamese society embrace civicness?
The existing work on this theme in Vietnam includes aspects on the state-society relations manifested in
various new forms (Kerkvliet, 2001; Thomas, 2001) and on the characteristics of its civil society in
social and political spheres (Thayer, 2009). To define what is civic is a difficult task, but in the context
of pre-Doi Moi Vietnam, what was NOT civic was more evident. The political system of Vietnam is
typically characterized as composed of three institutions: the party, the government, and the mass
organizations (Gray, 1999). If they represent the state all together, what is civic would be the rest of
the societal components. In the post-Doi Moi period, however, the empirical observations do not
necessarily indicate such a clear distinction as there are seemingly mixed actors over mixed boundaries
of the civic space and the state. This is especially salient in women’s activities in rural Vietnam, where
a mass organization as the state actor intersects with the typically civic domain.

In an effort to understand the characteristics of civicness, or the degree in which civil society
emerges in Vietnam, this paper attempts to delineate the characteristics of the grassroots activities of the
women’s mass organization in rural communities and to explore the civic quality of such activities.

The female leaders at the community level have taken up microfinance activities, which are often

' The term, “post-Doi Moi,” employed in this paper refers to the period after the launch of the Doi Moi policy in
1986.
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associated with active civic or NGO engagement, and provide assistance to other women, especially
from poor households, in a wide range of activities. This paper is based on an interpretation of the
findings from a preliminary study of a comparison of rural communities in the two major delta regions
of the north and the south of Vietnam in order to understand the level of civicness of women’s activities.
Due to the historically different paths they followed in the twentieth century, the communities in the
north and the south have different levels of socialist legacy. The community in the north is expected to
show closer ties to the state and the party, and the southern community is expected to show greater
civicness. The following section reviews the existing discussions on civic arenas in Vietnam, with an
emphasis on mass organizations. The third section portrays the situations of the two communes, Hai
Van Commune in the Red River Delta, and Than Cuu Nghia Commune in the Mekong River Delta, and
of the women’s organizations in these communities. In the fourth section, empirical cases relating to
women’s activities in microfinance are examined. The analyses were conducted based on interviews
carried out in the studied communes in collaboration with the Institute of Sociology, Vietnam Academy
of Social Sciences, and also based on commune-level data from 2008 to 2013 collected by the Institute

of Sociology, Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences.

2. Civicness in Post-Doi Moi Vietnam

What makes activities civic in the context of post-Doi Moi Vietham? The existing discussions
on civil society in Vietnam provide diverse views on how to understand civicness in this rapidly
transforming society.

Certain scholars consider the proliferation of organizations as a sign of a widening civil society in
Vietnam. Kerkvliet (2003: 16) points to “mutual assistance associations among farming households
and organizations among fellow religious devotees to renovate temples and hold particular ceremonies”
as representing certain aspects of civil society. The criteria for civil society here is to be “voluntary,”
working to contribute to certain public deliberations, and also to have “reciprocity,” building mutual
help and feedback to each other.

There are two possible arenas where civicness could emerge on a voluntary basis: civil society in
the private sector, and civil society as citizens’ activities. First, the extent to which the private sector
has grown as civil society is not substantial. In describing the nature and extent of activities that could
be recognized as civil society in Vietnam, Dixon (2004: 22) points out that, despite the emergence of a
new economic elite after Doi Moi, the extent to which they could form the basis of an “economic civil
society” was seriously limited because they were either within or closely allied to the party-state system
instead of residing in the domestic private sector. Second, after Doi Moi, the number of citizen’s
associations increased rapidly; an estimation reports that in 2005 there were 140,000 community-based
organizations and 3,000 cooperatives, and 1,000 locally registered NGOs and 200 charities (Thayer,
2009: 5). Also as many foreign donors rushed to assist Vietnam, they emphasized the important role
that NGOs play in ensuring a bottom-up approach in the authoritarian political system (Ibid.: 4). This
may have influenced the government’s attitude towards civicness. Due to the great interest in

development policy to promote civic engagement in wide activities of the public domain, top-down



institutions can find it useful to foster a certain range of civic bottom-up activities that could serve for
policy agenda.

One perplexing aspect is that the mass organizations function in both top-down and bottom-up
manners. As any activities of citizens in the pre-Doi Moi period in Vietnam took place within state-led
organizations,” mass organizations are intrinsically categorized as the state domain instead of the civic
domain. In reality, state-led organizations are of great importance in examining the society in Vietnam.
Despite its mobilizing nature, they were at the core of the construction of the independent country before
and after the reunification in 1975. Even after Doi Moi, however, they have remained intact and
continued to grow as organizations, which is a stark difference from other state pillars such as
state-owned companies and cooperatives that have been dismantled. It indicates the clear aim of Doi
Moi to open up strictly the economy and not the society.

The views on mass organizations in relation to civil society are mainly split in two: some
consider mass organizations as part of civil society while others do not consider them so. The former is
a minority view while most observations and analyses support the latter view. As an example of the
former view, Asian Development Bank (ADB) (2011) considers mass organizations as part of civil
society by looking at their public benefits and points out that mass organizations have very strong
grassroots links and large memberships, and that they have become increasingly independent since Doi
Moi, especially in the cases of the Farmers’ Association, Women’s Union, and Youth Union. Yet, how
one can assess the degree of independence is not specified here, and the mere fact of having a large
membership is not sufficient to make it civil society. A report edited by Norlund describes that mass
organizations “accepted as an integrated part of society,” while local NGOs and community-based
organizations are “new types of organizations that developed in the 1990s but not fully recognized by
society” (Norlund, ed., 2006: 10). The degree of acceptance is a vague criterion unless furnished with
certain opinion survey, and what counts is the context of acceptance, for instance, whether perceived as
part of the state or as the people’s voluntary sphere. The same report points out that, for grassroots
organizations in the rural communities or in local areas, central control is much weaker, and many of the
mass organizations operate with substantial autonomy (Ibid.: 20). This implies that mass organizations
at the local level have more possibilities to gain civic characteristics regardless of its statal origin.

The view that mass organizations do not represent civil society seems to be widely shared among
scholars. The organizational structure positions mass organizations under the party, thereby bound to
the state control. The mass organizations have a dual function: to implement party and state policies,
and to “act as a transmission belt channeling information to the party without which it could not
formulate policies to meet changing conditions” (Beresford, 1988). The 2003 Decree on Associations
(Decree 88)° sets forth the rules for the registration of “associations,” which seems to be the closest
term to civil society. This Decree marks a shift in government’s relations with citizens’ organizations

by allowing them greater freedom in organizing and financing their own activities. Although this

? In the Vietnamese context, “state-led” means “led by the state institutions/organizations including the party” as the
party and the government comprise identical authorities.

* “Decree No. 88/2003/ND-CP, July 30, 2003, Providing for the Organization, Operation and Management of
Associations.”



Decree does not mention the term “mass organization,” it includes a statement that clearly excludes de
facto mass organizations from “associations,” thereby exempting mass organizations from the control of
the Decree. Those exempted from the stipulations of the Decree are (in the order listed in the Decree):
“the Vietnam Fatherland Front, Labor Confederation, Ho Chi Minh Communist Youth Union, Vietnam
Peasants Association, Vietnam War Veterans Association and the Vietnam Women’s Union.” On the
other hand, the Decree considers “associations” as primarily voluntary and for mutual support.* Even
if the voluntary and supportive nature is emphasized, these associations are after all managed by the
ministries, and the 2003 Decree retains the “dual management” (Sidel: 2009, 143) of associations,
namely, the uniform management of associations nationwide on the one hand, and the management of
associations by line ministries on the other.

A perspective of civil society discourse in Vietnam indicates that civil society is equated with
developmental and environmental NGOs, which can be both local and international, resulting in
misunderstandings between concepts such as civil society and participation (Salemink, 2006: 121-122).
There is a tendency that the form of participation, instead of its process, determines whether it is
considered civil society. Hirsch points out that many of local NGOs in Thailand shifted from
community development work to policy advocacy work especially drawing on social and environmental
issues of development, such as dams and forestry, but as far as NGO advocacy is concerned, their roles
are significantly circumscribed in Vietnam as well as Laos and China (Hirsch, 2007: 198). Even
though the Women’s Union may perform as an NGO and it may advise the authorities in the higher
strata on the local situations, it would not hold any advocacy role. Also, certain discussions on NGOs
in the context of civil society call attention to a possible problem in promoting service delivery by
NGOs or civic groups, instead of by the state, as it might weaken their capacity to maintain a watchdog
function and to hold governments accountable (Kabeer and Simeen, 2010: 50).

Apart from the above viewpoints on civic activities, it is important to pay attention to what would
be civic in the context of rural areas. Rural areas faced particularly rapid changes after Doi Moi. The
agricultural sector of Vietnam became increasingly integrated into the regional and global economies,
exposing Vietnamese farmers to international competition. At the same time, the reduction in
government spending left the rural poor with few resources of alternative protection (Bach and Duong,
2010: 117).

Another issue for civicness in rural Vietnam is migration from rural areas to urban areas. The
1990s marked the beginning of a rapid decline in rural population, and this decline was further
accelerated in the 2000s. In 1975, the percentage of the rural population in Vietnam was 81.2 percent;
this had declined to 69.6 percent by 2010 (Table 1). The main income earners, often men, work in

cities while women remain in the rural area to look after household and community responsibilities.

* The Decree stipulates that “Associations prescribed in this Decree are understood as voluntary organizations of
citizens, organizations of the Vietnamese of the same professions, the same hobbies, the same genders for the
common purposes of gathering and uniting members, regular activities, non-self-seeking, aiming to protect members'
legitimate rights and interests, to support one another for efficient activities, contribute to the country's
socio-economic development, which are organized and operate according to this Decree and other relevant legal
documents.” (Article 2.1.)



Table 1: Rural Population in Vietnam (Thousand Persons) (% of Total Population)
Year 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010
Rural population 39,939 44,331 49,597 54,952 59,154 61,172 61,773 61,983
% of total population 81.2 80.8 80.4 79.7 77.8 75.6 72.7 69.6

Source: Based on World Bank World Development Indicators.

In addition, most of the civil society associations are formed mainly in urban areas, and there are less
spaces for civil society associations to be formed in the rural areas. For this reason, the roles women
and women’s organizations play are relatively significant in the rural areas, and it is important to

examine the way in which they engage in civic or non-civic activities within the communities.

3. Cases of the Two Delta Communes
3-1. Social and Economic Situations of the Study Areas

This study is based on empirical observations of two communes: Hai Van Commune, Hai Hau
District, Nam Dinh Province, and Than Cuu Nghia Commune, Chau Thanh District, Tien Giang
Province. Hai Van is in the Red River Delta, approximately 100 km southeast of Hanoi. Than Cuu
Nghia Commune is in the Mekong River Delta almost 50 km southwest of Ho Chi Minh City. The
selection of a study site in Vietnam depends largely on the
authorization of the government, thus the cases presented here Map 1: Vietnam and

are not free from a selection bias. They are not necessarily the Study Areas

typical or average communities that represent each region.
The government usually approves researchers to study
communities that are on good terms with the government and
that do not have possible sources of conflict. Hai Van
Commune has especially close relations with the government
over years, which might influence its social and political
characteristics.

Nevertheless, the communities in the north and the
south do have distinctive differences in terms of the historical
background and experiences of the communist rule. The
north has a longer period of engagement in the communist
institutions while the south has been exposed to them for a

much shorter time. The economic basis of production in the

north was under the influence of the collectivization since the
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late 1950s whereas the south was affected only after the

reunification in 1975 and until the late 1980s. In theory, this

would lead to the stronger influence of the state on the society

in the north as opposed to the less influence in the south.



The following section describes the social and economic situations of the two communes. Hai
Van Commune has a population of 9,464 persons and 2,688 households (as of October 2014). The
population of the Than Cuu Nghia Commune is twice as large as that of Hai Van, with 21,035 persons
and 5,149 households (as of January-June 2013).°> According to the commune data of 2008-2013,
collected by the Institute of Sociology, Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences, certain commonalities and
differences exist in the social and economic conditions of the two communes. The livelihood of the
both communes is based on agriculture and is supplemented by livestock and craft-making. In general,
Vietnam has relatively good nationwide infrastructure, and its poverty rate is low in comparison to that
of its neighbors in the region. Such national characteristics apply to both of the communes. In 2013,
Hai Van’s electrification rate was 95.2%, and that of Than Cuu Nghia was 100%. Both have
all-weather roads connected to other communes. In Than Cuu Nghia, the province provided 9 billion
VND for inter-hamlet road construction, and the population in the district and communes contributed
approximately an equal amount.

With regard to the differences between the Hai Van and Than Cuu Nghia communes, their
characteristics are distinct from each other in the aspects of religion and economy. Hai Van is unique in
the sense that about 80 percent of the Commune population is Catholic as a result of its early French
influence.

Economic differences between the two communes are fairly large. With regard to the income
level, Hai Van’s annual per capita income increased from 20 million VND in 2008 to 29 million VND in
2013. On the other hand, Than Cuu Nghia’s annual per capita income is substantially lower, 25.5
million VND in 2014 although it increased from 15.5 million VND in 2010. Hai Van’s relatively high
per capita income is due to labor out-migration and to furniture/wood industry as well as handicraft
production. Concerning labor migration, according to their village committee, the income increased
since around 2010, which was facilitated mainly by the road network as the National Route 21 connects
Hai Van to the provincial capital, Nam Dinh. Hai Van has construction labor teams that are regularly
dispatched to Hanoi and its proximity.

Figure 1 and Figure 2 show the household income quintiles in the both communes. Regarding
income poverty at the household level, none of these communes have population classified as “very
poor,” and both communes have a fairly small proportion of population classified as “poor.”® The
poverty rate in 2011 for Hai Van was 7.75 percent and that for Than Cuu Nghia was 8.16 percent; the
former slightly less than the national average poverty rate, and the latter higher than the national
average.” Although Than Cuu Nghia seems to face a more severe problem of poverty, there is much

CH

stronger economic equality among households in Than Cuu Nghia, as households classified as “Average

* Than Cuu Nghia is considered a middle-size commune. It was created through the merger of three villages, Than
Nhou, Cuu Dieu and Nghia Thanh, which were composed of seven hamlets.

® The communes in Vietnam monitor poverty information at the household level, which is compiled by the MOLISA,
to be incorporated into the values for poverty lines and poverty rates (Demombynes and Vu, 2015). Although
identification of the “poor” was carried out by Commune authorities using different criteria in different communes
and over time, after 2005, the MOLISA implemented a National Census on Poverty (NCP) to produce a complete list
of poor households (Ibid.).

’ The national average poverty rate in 2013 was 7.8 percent (MOLISA).



and “Above Average” account for 82.2 percent of the total while those of Hai Van account for 64.7

percent in 2013.

Figure 1: Household Income Quintiles in Hai Van, 2008-2013 (Number of Households)
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Source: Based on village information collected by the Institute of Sociology, Vietnam
Academy of Social Sciences.

N.B. The data for 2013 is for the period from January to June 2013. (The same

applies for the data hereafter.)

Figure 2: Household Income Quintiles in Than Cuu Nghia, 2008-2013 (Number of Households)
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Source: Based on village information collected by the Institute of Sociology, Vietnam

Academy of Social Sciences.

With regard to the industrial structure, there are distinctive differences between the two
communes (Figure 3 and Figure 4). First of all, the proportion of labor engaged in the primary sector is
substantially lower in Hai Van, accounting for 26-35 percent in 2008-2013. In contrast, the secondary
sector of Hai Van is distinctively large. Many male workers from this commune go to Hanoi and other

provinces, and women take up the responsibility of agricultural work in the commune. Most



importantly, this commune also has a strong furniture and wood industry as mentioned earlier as one of
the reasons for its higher per capita income. According to Houtart and Lemercinier (1984: 32-34), the
restructuring of the workforce and the reversing of the primary and secondary sectors occurred between

1973 and 1978 as a result of the policy for co-operatives.®

Figure 3: Labor Force by Occupation in Hai Van, 2008-2013 (%)
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Source: Based on village information collected by the Institute of Sociology, Vietnam
Academy of Social Sciences.

Than Cuu Nghia Commune, on the contrary, has a large primary sector. Income sources for the
population of Than Cuu Nghia are: 1) vegetable and fruit farming, 2) rice cultivation, and 3) handicraft.
Its agricultural production is integrated into the market economy, and is also managed in a large scale:

the agricultural land area per capita in 2013 was 221 m2 in Hai Van and 474 m2 in Than Cuu Nghia.

Figure 4: Labor Force by Occupation in Than Cuu Nghia, 2008-2013 (%)
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Source: Based on village information collected by the Institute of Sociology, Vietnam
Academy of Social Sciences.

8 The furniture and would industry is made up of small-scale enterprises with less than 30 employees. These
companies have been established through loans from the Agricultural Policy Bank and the Social Policy Bank. The
timber is imported from Laos, and the products are sold to both the foreign and domestic markets. The commune
authority mentions that this industry has prospered as a result of the good road networks reaching Nam Dinh City.



One of the reasons for Hai Van to reduce the number of agricultural labor was because
agriculture alone could not absorb the young workforce, especially after they come out of the secondary
education (Ibid.). Despite its larger agricultural land area, it does not mean that the Than Cuu Nghia
Commune does not have any problem regarding job opportunities for young people. Besides,
agriculture is mechanized and does not require additional labor. In 2009, a new industrial zone opened
in Kon Tan Huong, approximately four kilometers away from this commune,’ and young people moved
there to seek income. According to the commune authority, this was a welcomed development as
young people do not have to leave for distant cities, such as Ho Chi Minh, to look for jobs.

Women are an important labor force in the agricultural sector in both communes. Although
there is no gender-disaggregated data for agricultural labor, narratives show that Hai Van’s agricultural
responsibility depends largely on women, and that both men and women are in charge of agricultural
production in Than Cuu Nghia. Historically, women predominantly worked in agriculture due to the
exodus of men to the army in times of war, and, traditionally, women had also taken up heavy labor in
the fields (Beresford, 1988: 74). In the cases of the two communes, despite significant differences in
the industrial structures, both of their agricultural sectors rely very much on women.

In these transitional processes of the Vietnamese society and economy, differences between the
two communes is discernible at the level of the influence of the state. Hai Van has been in a close
relation with the state since early on. The state introduced industrial co-operatives into Hai Van in the
mid-1970s. According to the Central Committee of Hai Van Commune, the government introduced the
rural program to this commune in the 1980s one of the earliest in the country. Moreover, Hai Van was
one of the early communes in which the government set forth the cultural titling. For instance, if a
household meets the cultural criteria, it receives titling of “Cultural Family.” The same type of titling
applies to the commune, district and province, but the communes are the important bases of such titling.

In this sense, Hai Van has served as a model commune for the government policy and plans.

3-2. Women’s Status and their Organization in Rural Areas

Vietnam has made striking achievements in the advancement of women’s status in the public
sphere. Reforms were launched to promote greater participation of women in political and economic
activities. Government policies, laws for gender development, and programs to protect women from
harassment, as well as to protect mother and children, have been enacted and enforced.

Traditionally, women have had a lower status in the family, and had very few decision-making
opportunities. After the revolution, socialist ideology propounded the principle of equality between
men and women. However, the inquiries carried out in Hai Van by Houtart and Lemercinier (1984:
119) in the pre-Doi Moi period indicated that, at the household level, male domination in
decision-making in family finance and management has remained persistent, especially among the

younger generation. With regard to the social and cultural activities of the family members, both

° The industrial zone has garment factories from Taiwan, Korea and China. The total number of workers is
approximately 40,000 persons, and 70 percent of them are women. In 2014, the average salary of the workers in the
industrial zone was 4.5 million VND per month.



women and men partake in decision-making, which seemingly reflects the social changes in the socialist
period.'®

The Vietnam Women’s Union, founded in 1930, is the oldest mass organization in Vietnam.
The main activities of the Women’s Union are carried out in accordance with the National Five-Year
Plans and the National Women’s Union Congress, which take place every five years. It operates
nationwide under the Party’s guidance, hence the organizational structure and management are in
principle the same in both communes. Although the overall organizational framework is the same for
the both communes, the Women’s Union in Hai Van has a much higher unionization rate (Table 2).
According to the Women’s Unions of the both communes, there are six main areas of work (Table 3).
In Hai Van Commune, activity 4) is not limited to informing the higher strata about the administration of

commune affairs, but also includes giving feedback on social policies from the viewpoint of the

Table 2: Women’s Unions in Hai Van Commune and in Than Cuu Nghia Commune

Hai Van Than Cuu Nghia
Number of members (persons) 1,558 998
Unionization rate (% of the total number of adult women) 73.9% 18.9% *

Membership age 18-60 years old 18-60 years old

Source: Based on interviews, November 2014.

* Estimation based on the commune population data, 2013.

Table 3: Main Activities of the Women’s Unions,

Hai Van Commune and Than Cuu Nghia Commune

Hai Van

Than Cuu Nghia

Training (child care, family knowledge,

business management)

Training (livestock, agriculture such as

vegetable growing)

“Happy Family Movement”

“Happy Family Movement”

Microfinance

Microfinance

Providing recommendations to the district
and the province regarding conditions in the

commune

Providing advice to local authority about

issues pertaining to people’s lives

Expansion of the Women’s Union

Capacity building of the Women’s Union

members

Support for women in poverty

External relations and cooperation for

collaboration with other organizations and

foreign organizations

Source: Based on interviews, November 2014.

' For instance, the authors point to equal decision-making on the type of newspapers to read, and to female
initiatives in going to visit friends or attending women’s meetings (Ibid.: 121).



commune. For instance, the Women’s Union could suggest support for people with special needs such
as handicapped children. Even in cases where certain measures taken by the government is not
appropriate for the commune, the Women’s Union of the commune can still make recommendations to
bureaus at a higher level of decision-making. Their contact is not limited to the public bureaus, as they
can also demand enterprises to provide appropriate salaries and health insurance.

In Than Cuu Nghia Commune, under activity 3), women are mobilized in environment and
sanitation issues. For instance, every household is required to build a new toilet. If someone needs to
prolong his or her credit terms, the Women’s Union brings this request to the local authority. Under
activity 4), the Women’s Union follows up on community health conditions; for instance, it verifies if
children under the age of six have received free medical cards. There is great need for activity 5),
capacity building of new members, because approximately one hundred women take up membership in
the Women’s Union every year.

The types of technical training are different in the two communes, reflecting the need of the two
local areas: family care and business management in Hai Van, and agriculture and livestock skills in
Than Cuu Nghia. The rest of the activities are generally the same for the both communes, except the
one activity in Hai Van to support women in poverty and the one in Than Cuu Nghia for external
relations and cooperation, directly dealing with outside organizations and foreign organizations, in
particular, the provider of the microfinance assistance. In both communes, the Women’s Union plays a
crucial role connecting between the communities and the authorities. In the sense that its service
delivery is substituting for the local authority’s work in many administrative themes in the communities,
it is a very statal organization.

In sum, the organizational aspect of the Women’s Union indicates that of Hai Van being highly
unionized, which is understandable from the historical background of northern Vietnam. In terms of
their activities, most of their main work areas overlap with each other while they reflect certain specific

characteristics and concerns of the local areas.

4. Women’s Microfinance Activities and Civicness in the Communes

Microfinance has become a widespread development tool in the developing world. These
activities are often carried out by community development groups and self-help groups. They are
highly appreciated because they can reach out to the poor, and especially poor women, who are often
excluded from credit opportunities. Microfinance is also believed to be cost-effective as it handles
small amounts of loans, and because the repayment rate is very high. In Vietnam, microfinance was
quickly adopted in the 1990s at the time of the full reduction of the state sector. Rankin (2008: 1217)
claims that the introduction of microfinance into Vietnam took place through ad hoc negotiations
between individual donors, provincial and district governments and the mass organizations, rather than
through regulatory reform and institutional diversification. At the same time, behind the introduction
and further promotion of microfinance activities in Vietnam, there were policies to emphasize rural
development. The National Target Program on New Rural Development (hereafter NTP-NRD) is the

main rural policy framework started in 2010 for improving income, livelihood, and living standards



through the development of modern infrastructure, an improved economic structure, and production
bases for agriculture, industry and services. '’

Nghiem (2012: 621) categorized microfinance in Vietnam into two types: formal and
semi-formal. The providers of formal microfinance are the Vietnam Bank for Agriculture and Rural
Development (VBARD), the Vietnam Bank for Social Policy (VBSP) and the People’s Credit Fund
(PCF). The semi-formal providers of microfinance are non-bank institutions of NGO microfinance
activities. In the two communes in this study, both types are present: the VBARD, the VBSP, and the
Women’s Union as a non-bank institution although it is not an NGO. The former PCF, which used to
be a government-owned bank, had a higher interest rate (11%) than the VBARD (10%). In the case of
Than Cuu Nghia, the VBSP provides credit for the poor with an interest rate of 0.65%. Borrowers
invest in agricultural activities such as fruit planting, livestock such as poultry, and fishery, or small
businesses and other forms of commerce. The poor may repair houses using this loan, and the limit of
the loan was raised from 5 million VND to 10 million VND in 2010. A household that wishes to start a
family business would be eligible to apply, and a typical loan would be provided in the areas of fish
farming and coconut tree growing in Than Cuu Nghia. The VBSP also provides loans to organizations
such as the Women’s Union, the Farmers’ Union, the Youth Union, and the Vietnam War Veterans
Association.'?

One of the main semi-formal operators of microfinance is the Women’s Union although, as
Nghiem described, their finance providers are usually NGOs. Microfinance, especially the one
operated by women, has been classified into two groups of approaches: the “financial systems” approach
and the “poverty lending” approach. The former offers a commercially-oriented, minimalist package
of financial services for the economically-active poor, while the latter offers loans to the poorer,
subsidized by donors, and often coupled with training, as well as social and other support services
(Kabeer, 2005: 261). To examine the cases in these two communes, it is not so much whom
microfinance is targeted at because “very poor” people do not exist according to the commune data.
More of importance is the second point, whether micro finance comes with or without schemes.
Kabeer draws attention to: 1) the philosophy that governs their delivery, 2) the extent to which they are
tailored to the needs and interest of those they are intended to reach, 3) the nature of the relationships
which govern their delivery, and 4) the caliber and commitment of the people who are responsible for
delivery (Ibid.).

For the purpose of this study, I modify these parameters to portray the characteristics of civicness

' This policy replaced the earlier Poverty Reduction Policy (PRP). The main difference between the PRP and the
NTP-NRD are the target areas. The PRP focused on credit for the poor to improve only the economic aspect
whereas the NTP-NRD has 19 criteria and encourages cooperation with other organizations, for example,
collaboration with the Vietnam Fatherland Front for the building of cement houses to replace poor simple houses.
To promote livestock and vegetables or health programs, it is considered necessary to cooperate with all these related
organizations.

12 As of November 2014, the total number of borrowers of small loans from the VBSP in Than Cuu Nghia was 488
persons. These loans were issued for the following purposes: 1) for building houses, 2) to extend work activities (20
households utilized this scheme in November 2014), 3) a poor family with a university student can receive 10-11
million VND per year per person, 4) a household near the poverty line can receive a loan for economic development
in the range of 5-20 million VND a year, and 5) for installation of clean water facilities, new toilets, and sanitation
measures.



manifested in microfinance activities: 1) the civic philosophy of microfinance delivery, 2) the civic need
responsiveness of the operation, 3) the civic nature of relationships in microfinance delivery, and 4) the
civic caliber and commitment of those involved. Using this as the frame of analysis, the following
section explores the microfinance activities carried out by state-led organizations at the commune level.
It is assumed to show the different levels of civicness in the two communities in accordance with the
different influence of the state.

The following are cases of similar microfinance activities in the Hai Van and Than Cuu Nghia
Communes. Both have received foreign assistance to initiate microfinance projects. Hai Van
received aid through a Belgian scholar team that was visiting the Commune, and Than Cuu Nghia
received aid from a Norwegian NGO. Such direct contact and cooperation, although reported to and
authorized by the authorities, would not have been possible in the pre-Doi Moi period.

With regard to microfinance in Hai Van, the reasons why the Women’s Union manages the fund,
according to them, are: most agricultural workers are women; and the husbands have moved to large
cities for work. Approximately, 80 percent of the Women’s Union members have husbands working in
large cities and who return home six to seven times a year. Due to these reasons, the providers of the
microfinance fund decided to leave the management responsibility with the Women’s Union. A fund
committee was established, in which the committee president supervises overall management, and a
treasurer serves regularly. The president of the Women’s Union also partakes in the management. In
the first two years, three to four Vietnamese experts were brought in to train the staff of the Women’s
Union in management skills. As Table 4 shows, each loan is 2 million VND, and the loan is issued in
four installations of 500,000 VND every six months. The repayment is also made in four installations
of 500,000 VND every six months. Only Women’s Union members can vote on whom to assist
through the microfinance system, and the Women’s Union submits a report on the fund capital annually
to the Commune president, who then submits it to the cooperation office in Hanoi to be sent on to
Belgium.

In the case of Than Cuu Nghia Commune, a Norwegian NGO, the Norwegian Mission Alliance
(NMA)," has been in cooperation with the Tien Giang Province’s Women’s Union since 2002. In
2010, the project’s status was changed to the “Tien Giang Capital Aid Fund for Women’s Economic
Development (Tien Giang CWED),” a non-profit organization for poverty eradication, job creation, and
assistance to poor women in remote areas. The credit is used only for production and business
activities because its aim is to increase income for the poor.

CWED requires borrowers to make mandatory and voluntary savings monthly and to complete a

training program on business management, followed up by local consultants throughout the process.'

'* The NMA provides small-scale credit assistance with the aim of improving the lives of the poor so that they can
establish their own businesses, develop existing production, or improve their living conditions.
http://www.misjonsalliansen.no/english/a46553 (Viewed on May 21, 2015). In 2005, the fund’s accounting, which
took place at the commune level, became integrated with the accounting system of the province. See Mekong
Organization of Microfinance. http://mom.com.vn/ (Viewed on May 21, 2015).

Y The program eventually changed its status to be a licensed microfinance institution (MFI).
http://www.norad.no/om-bistand/publikasjon/ngo-evaluations/2011/evaluation-of-capital-aid-fund-for-womens-econo
mic-development/



In the case of Vietnam, the program provided assistance to 12 communes out of the total 22 communes
of Chau Thanh District. The borrowers enroll in technical courses mainly in the areas of agriculture
and fishery, and staff from the Women’s Union follow up on all borrowers and their activities. The
funds of CWED are managed by the province, and the province pays the Women’s Union 1.5 million
VND quarterly per year as administration and management fees.

NMA started operating in Than Cuu Nghia Commune in 2009, providing 1.2 billion VND (Table
4). An eligible woman can borrow 5 million VDN for 12 months with a monthly repayment of 50,000
VND. For the second loan, a person can borrow 6-7 million VND. In November 2014, 378 members
had utilized this credit scheme for the purposes of rearing chickens/pigs/cows, vegetable farming, or
fishery. At the time of the credit issuance, their activities are examined, and two or three months later,
the credit staff visit each borrower to see if they are actually engaged in the activities. For the loan
borrowers, the Women’s Union organizes training courses two or three times a year on rearing chicken,
fishery and other activities. These training courses receive budgetary and technical support from the
province’s extension office.

In these two communities, although the institutional arrangements are the same, in other words,
both based on collaboration between the Women’s Union and a foreign donor, their funding scales and
delivery details are quite different. The interest rate of Than Cuu Nghia microfinance is as high as that

of the commercial institutions. As the total fund is larger in Than Cuu Nghia, the first credit amount is

Table 4: Comparison of Microfinance Activities in Hai Van and Than Cuu Nghia

Hai Van Than Cuu Nghia
Year established 2008 2009
Original fund sources Foreign aid Foreign aid
Purpose For the poor For the poor
Rate (%) 0.5% per year 1.2% per month
Terms N.A. 12 months
Total amount of funds (VND) (original) 100 million 1.26 billion
Total amount of funds (VND) (current) 110 million 1.2 billion
Borrowers (persons) 49 378
Cumulative number of borrowers (persons) 400 19,959
First loan (VND) 2 million S million
Repayment (VND) 500,000 per 6 months 50,000 per month
Repayment Rate (%) 100% More than 99%
Second loan (VND) N.A. 6-7 million
Types of activities Poultry, pig husbandry, Poultry, pig husbandry,
vegetable farming, and vegetable farming, fishery.
retailing.

Source: Based on interviews, November 2014.




more than twice of that in Hai Van, and Than Cuu Nghia microfinance provides a second loan.

With regard to the four aspects of microfinance, the following observations were made, which
did not necessarily correspond to the original assumptions. First, the philosophy of microfinance in
both communes is to provide assistance to poor women. According to the Hai Van Women’s Union,
the provision of a small amount such as 2 million VND is extremely important to a poor woman,
because she could purchase 10 chickens or one pig with this amount of money. They can breed as
many as 100 chickens, and above all, there has not been any delay in repayment in Hai Van. However,
the actual loan policies are fairly different between the two communes, and for Than Cuu Nghia
microfinance, it is doubtful whether reaching for the poor was actually possible with such a high interest
rate. Their loans are also restricted for income-generating activities such as cash crop production,
livestock and business, which would not anticipate the needs of the landless or the very poor.
Furthermore, the mutual support is institutionalized in its operation, as seen in the case of Than Cuu
Nghia in the form of the mandatory savings, but there is no reciprocal mechanism in placing the
members’ feedback or evolving this program for further activities beyond individual delivery.

Second, whether microfinance in the two communes has responded to the needs of the people, it
is an advantage that the Women’s Union staff serve as the managers of microfinance activities because
they are very much aware and informed of the issues of the locality. Identification of the project’s
targets was also made in consultation with the donors, followed by technical training of the managers as
well as of the borrowers in both cases. Moreover, in the case of Hai Van, the absence of men due to
their labor migration leaves much responsibility for women in securing livelihood. In this sense, the
female managers of microfinance are the best fit for dealing with the female borrowers.

The third question on the nature of the relationships in microfinance delivery is closely related to
civicness. As those who are involved in its management are doing so as part of their duties in the
Women’s Union, it is not of voluntary civic engagement. Yet, their remunerations are rather symbolic,
and one needs to acknowledge that these female managers are working, especially so dutifully, out of
certain voluntarism and dedication. While the characteristics of microfinance activities are often
associated with civic relations, the operation of microfinance is very administrative, which could be
done either in a public bureau or a private financial institution. In the case of microfinance in Hai Van,
a female manager of the Women’s Union took part in a training course in Thailand, visiting model farms
and exchanging views in a conference with Thai farmers. The entire operation and management, as
well as building of staff capacity in the Women’s Union, strongly resemble that of a development project.
After all, microfinance operated by the Women’s Union leads to the reduction of the administrative cost,
and it utilizes peer pressure for repayment (Rankin, 2002). In its multiple capacities, the Women’s
Union has grown to act as an administratively inexpensive implementer of a financial development
project at the community level, which can be easily misinterpreted as the representation of civic
activities. Another path could have been to build upon the essence of civicness in microfinance a
“practical basis” for women to meet regularly and to promote new ideas eventually leading to address
their interests (Kabeer, 2005).

This point overlaps with the question on the caliber and commitment of those involved in



microfinance. The female managers and staff of microfinance have much experience in dealing with the
social and economic issues of the communes. They have been well trained in the management of the
fund, as well as supervision and reporting. Nevertheless, the privilege that members of the Women’s
Union have in the form of sole decision-making rights for the selection of the borrowers may create

room for unequal opportunities if the managers turned out to be less committed to social justice and

equality.

5. Conclusions

This study explored the situations of civicness by comparing women’s activities in the north and
the south of Vietnam. Against the assumption that the state intervention, by the form of the more
firmly organized mass organization, would be stronger in the north, there were no significant differences
of the work frame in the north and south with regard to the civicness of women'’s activities, regardless of
the longer and deeper state control in the north and the less state-influence in the south. Certain
differences exist with regard to the organizational aspect; Hai Van’s Women’s Union in the north has a
much higher unionization rate, and that of Than Cuu Nghia is low but rapidly growing. Also, in terms
of actual activities, a more institutionalized and more strictly organized microfinance program was
found in the south. According to the microfinance typology made by Kabeer, the north had the
“poverty lending” approach while the south had the “financial systems” approach. This does not imply
any inherent nature of the north or the south, yet it suggests that the actual characteristics of the
microfinance program could be differently experienced by the borrowers, and the implication for the
civic spaces in the communities is large as the spread of the “financial systems” approach could be
misunderstood as the enhancement of civic engagement. This awaits further studies with a greater
sample size, but the re-examination of what seems and claims to be civic would be instrumental for the
analyses of the transitional societies.

In the pre-Doi Moi period, social protection in the forms of secure employment (albeit
remuneration in kind instead of salaries) and the provision of health and education services was an
important part of the socialist state operation. After Doi Moi, the diminished state sector meant that
there was no stable provision of employment or subsidies. The emphasis on civic activities came about
at a convenient time and provided an opportunity for the state to reduce the statal responsibilities by
leaving them for citizens’ self-help or mutual help. In addition, the poverty reduction policies were
being implemented and becoming the overarching framework in social engineering. There was a
greater need to make a difference at the commune level, and in particular to target at the poor
households, which was expected to be more effective and efficient in reducing poverty. In the pre-Doi
Moi period, the party mobilized mass organizations for political outputs, whereas in the post-Doi Moi
period there were less needs for socialist ideological dissemination and greater needs for incorporation
into the national development strategies. —Mass organizations came to serve increasingly as
development partners operating poverty reduction activities, with their leaders and members working
(with voluntary dedication) as if they were development workers.

Despite the call for reaching out to the poor women, the actual operation and management of



microfinance do not correspond fully to the civic principles of voluntariness or reciprocity.
Voluntariness has been always a part of women’s activities traditionally and historically, which obscures
the discussions of civicness. Although the mass organization’s remunerations are very humble and
their staff are usually very dedicated and hard-working, it is difficult to consider them as a form of
voluntary contribution on the side of the women leaders of the Women’s Union and of the fund
committee. Reciprocity in terms of finance is somewhat embedded into the system of microfinance.
As a revolving loan, the mere usage of the fund and the repayment would automatically reciprocate the
benefits to other users. However, the “services” that female leaders and staff provide in microfinance
activities are delivered unidirectionally, and there is no space for the reciprocal feedback from the
borrowers on how to manage the program.

The philosophy, needs identification, the types of relations created, and the quality of the
personnel involved in the microfinance activities, all contribute to creating a new role and image of
women’s activities in development. Regardless of its civicness or non-civicness, development work
can take place in both the private and public fields. Examining the case of civic relations in Laos, a
country with a very similar political structure as in Vietnam, linuma (2013: 138) points out that in the
context of a one-party state, the boundary between “voluntary” and “being mobilized” is blurred, and the
two areas can even overlap with each other, and that under such a regime, it is important to look at what
social relations are tolerated or promoted by the government. In the case of rural Vietnam,
development activities provide an arena for such an overlap to take place. The Women’s Union has
become a well-trained and well-experienced institution to operate most of such grassroots activities that
could contribute to reducing poverty and to supporting the livelihood of women who are in a more
precarious position in the post-Doi Moi period. The state-led organization is acquiring multiple
characteristics in a flexible manner to function as both a civic and statal organization. The risk of
incorporating the mass organization into these major development activities may include legitimatization

of its roles in both of the civic domain and the state domain.
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Social Safety Net (SSN) in Vietnam:
Comparative analysis of two villages in the north and south
in terms of community-based SSN and the market economy wave

Juichi INADA, Professor of Senshu University of Japan

1. Objectives of research and focus of analysis'
(1) Improvement of social safety net (SSN) in East Asia

Most East Asian and Southeast Asian countries have been trying to improve their social security
systems in recent years. Their increasing efforts to move toward “welfare states” had been brought about
by the economic reforms and democratization movement in the 1990s, an awareness of the importance
of social safety net gained through lessons drawn from the Asian financial crisis in 1997, and the rapid
shift toward becoming aging societies.

The SSN serves three purposes. The first purpose is to minimize damage in the event of its occurrence.
The second purpose is to prepare the system in advance to compensate for the damage. The third is to
offer a sense of safety through the existence of SSN*.

SSN can be defined widely as welfare policies, including health insurance, unemployment insurance,
and pension system etc. On the other hand, SSN can be defined more narrowly as support for the poor or
low-income households®. In short, SSN is defined as a social system or program that helps to diminish

the risk of illness, unemployment, and poverty, and to offer protection from such risks.

Table 1. Major Types of SSN

Sectors Official SSN offered through governmental Informal SSN
programs and/or systems
Social Insurance Other official programs
System
Health Health insurance Provision of health service to the poor [Mutual aid from relatives and/or
communities, aid from NGOs
and religious groups
Labor/employment |Unemployment Introduction of jobs, vocational Job creation in the agricultural
insurance, labor training, job creation through public  |sector
incident insurance  |works, local job creation program
Income Pension for the old, |Livelihood protection (public Mutual aid from relatives and/or
insurance for the old |benefits), social benefits such as child |{communities
benefits, food benefits, fuel benefits
Social welfare Social service provision to Mutual aid from relatives and/or
handicapped persons, elderly, etc. communities, aid from NGOs
and religious groups

(Source) JICA Institute, Basic Survey on Social Safety Net: Toward establishment of SSN in developing countries,
2003, Chapter 2, p.5.

! This research is conducted as a part of the Research Project of the Institute of Sociology of the Vietnamese
Academy of Social Sciences (VASS), funded by Vietnam National Foundation for Science and Technology
Development (NAFOSTED) under grant number 13.1-2012-07.

2 Toshiaki Tachibanaki (2000), Economics of Safety Net (Seifutii Netto no Keizaigaku, Nihon Keizai Shinnbunsha,
p-1, pp.19-20.

* Ibid., (2000) p.22.
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The major types of SSN include a wide variety of support provided in the form of pension, health
insurance, unemployment insurance, assistance to handicapped persons, elderly persons, children,
provision of food to the poor, and public works and vocational training to create jobs. These programs
reduce risks in the event of illness, unemployment, and poverty. These SSN programs are offered both
through the official system by the government, as well as through informal mutual assistance systems of
relatives, communities, and/or non-governmental organizations including religious groups.

Table 1 shows the major types of SSN. SSN is provided through formal systems such as government
programs, and through informal networks such as mutual help systems of relatives and communities or
assistance from religious groups.

Generally speaking, SSN is formulated to secure a minimal standard of living for households or
individuals, corresponding to changes in industrial structure, labor structure, urbanization, family styles,
population structure, and other factors. In fact, informal mutual help among relatives in the communities
is considered to be diminishing in tandem with economic development, while formal SSN systems have
been developed to supplement such informal traditional systems"*.

To what extent does this official SSN respond to traditional risks such as poverty, hunger, economic
stagnation, and to new emerging risks such as unemployment and inequality? What kind of roles are
local communities, NGOs, and relatives, as well as the official SSN offered by the government, expected
to fulfill? The primary focus of this article is to examine these issues using the case of Vietnam, and

picks up on two local communities in the north and south of Vietnam.

(2) Situations of social safety net (SSN) in Vietnam

Categorization and detailed studies of “Asian Welfare States” have been carried out in the area of
sociology and Asian Studies since the 1990s. For instance, Suehiro (Tokyo University) drew up a
categorization of three SSN systems in Asia, based on the differences in the stages of economic
development, trend of population, situations of social security systems, and other factors®. He also wrote
about the necessity of “mutual help” in grasping the reality of SSN in Asia. The JICA report, “Basic
Study of Social Safety Net,” classifies the situation of SSN in Asia into some categories based on the
stages of economic development and socio-cultural diversity®.

Vietnam was categorized as one of the “states in which social security system is limited to public
servants and the military, and healthcare is offered as a public health service, in the primary stage of
industrialization.” Countries such as Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar are included in this group.

Countries such as China, Vietnam, and Laos fall into a different category of “states of socialist or
communist system (and in the process of transition to market economy).”

The aforementioned JICA report examined the situation in the three countries of Thailand, the

Philippines, and Indonesia, using these as detailed case studies. However, no studies were conducted for

4 JICA Institute, Basic Survey on Social Safety Net: Toward establishment of SSN in developing countries, 2003,
Chapter 3, p.13.

5 Akira Suehiro, ed. (2014), Employment, Safety Net & Responses to New Social Risks in East Asia, Institute of
Social Sciences (Tokyo University) Research Series, No.56.

¢ Op. cit., JICA Institute (2003), Chapter 3, p.12.



Vietnam. Therefore, the study that we conducted in 2014 would be meaningful to fill the gap in research

conducted on SSN in Asia.

Table 2 shows a provisional summary of the situation of SSN in Vietnam.

Table 2. Outline of SSN in Vietnam

Sectors Official SSN offered through governmental Informal SSN
programs and/or systems
Social Insurance Other official programs
System
Health No health insurance |Provision of health service to all Mutual aid from relatives and/or
people by the state communities, aid from NGOs
and religious groups, are limited

Labor/employment |No unemployment |Large public sector, all farmers are Job absorption in agricultural
insurance, no labor |members of the Farmers’ Union, many |sector, aid from relatives and
incident insurance  |semi-official unions such as Farmers’ |communities (neighbors)

Union, Women’s Union, Youth Union,
etc.

Income Pension for the Several forms of public benefits for ~ |Mutual aid from relatives, aid
elderly (public the poor, households with students, from communities, are included
servants and military |persons unable to work, etc. in the official benefits system
personnel only), no (officially classified as “poor™)
insurance for the
elderly

Social welfare Several forms of public benefits for ~ |Mutual aid from relatives and/or

the poor, households with students, communities, aid from NGOs
persons unable to work, etc. and religious groups, are limited

(Note) Drawn up by the author, based on Table 1.

Informal SSN is mainly offered through mutual help from relatives and communities instead of NGOs
and religious groups, which have a restricted activity scope in Vietnam. Such mutual help systems
among relatives and communities were examined in the study conducted by Senshu University in the
carlier project of “Social Capital in Asia,” and a questionnaire survey was conducted in the Giao Tan
commune in the north of Vietnam. One of the conclusions of the study was as follows;

“Social capital of agricultural communities exists to some extent. The credibility, mutual affection
within communities create contact networks of internal consensus. However, in the context of the shift
in labor and jobs in localities as well as that of the whole area and the whole country, current forms of
contact have yet to result in important changes in community life. Social capital in fact remains weak
and easy to collapse, for the members in the network of contact themselves are still in the conditions of
earning their living. Forms of mutual support do exist, but they are still limited to the support of people

within the family or the closest ones.”’

" Institute of Sociology (Vietham Academy of Social Sciences), Social Capital and Sustainable Development in

VIETNAM: The case of Giao Tan commune Hanoi, August 2011 (a part of the “Conclusions”)



(3) The similarities and differences between the north and the south in Vietnamese society, and the
explanation for these based on the “path dependence”

One of the useful analytical tools used to analyze socio-economic factors is the concept propounded
by D.C. North, a new institution school®. He divided social systems into two categories: the first is
formal legal and official policies, and the second is informal system such as culture, social customs, and
beliefs. He claimed that the formal system, established based on the informal system, affects the
distribution of resources of the socio-economic system. This idea comes into play in the “comparative
institutional analysis™ and “historical system analysis” that follow. Another popular argument employed
in historical system analysis is the theory of “dependent path,” which asserts that systems and social
frameworks are restricted by historical background, and that the characteristics of a system can be
explained by the differences in the historical socio-political experiences. This argument is very effective
in explaining the similarities and differences between the north and the south of Vietnam, through the
differences in experiences of socialism and market economy.

The Vietnamese government launched the Doi Moi (reform) policy in 1986. Initially, it partially
liberalized individual agricultural production and sales, then moved on to promote reforms of
state-owned companies, liberalization of private business and activities, as well as liberalization of trade
and foreign investment. However, during the 1970s and 1980s, a state-led economic system was
introduced, establishing agricultural cooperatives as the core of agriculture in rural areas in the north of
Vietnam. On the other hand, although the capitalist market economy spread across the south of Vietnam
up till 1975, the socialist system was introduced after that and free market economy became severely
restricted after 1975. Nevertheless, after the Doi Moi policy was introduced in 1986, the market
economic system was restarted and spread rapidly in the south. The Doi Moi policy introduced in 1986
represented the first stage of reform, while the 9th General Assembly of the communist party held in
2001 can be regarded as the second stage of further reform. It was at this point when the focus was
placed on the concepts of “rule of law” and “civil society.”

In short, the north and south of Vietnam took different historical paths. In the north, governmental
organizations and systems have been dominant under the long-lasting reign of the socialist system. The
south experienced a market economy system, and political liberties prevailed during the era of the
capitalist system. Furthermore, there are differences in the climate of Vietnam; the north has four
seasons and has a temperate climate, while the south, is warm throughout a year and has a subtropical
climate. The differences in climate affect the different patterns of agriculture between the north and the
south. On the other hand, the Red River Delta and Mekong Delta are both famous as typical rice
production areas, and the same socialist system prevails in both areas. Therefore, the two areas also

share similarities.

8 D. C. North (1990), Institutions, Institutional Changes and Economic Performance, Cambridge University Press. D.
C. North (2005), Understanding the Process of Economic Change, Princeton University Press.



2. Overview of two communities in the north and the south of Vietnam

(1) Location of the communities

As mentioned in the previous section, the focus of this survey was to compare the rural community in

the north, where people have been living under a socialist system for a long time, and the rural

community in the south, where people have experienced the history of an open capitalist society. Two

typical communities have to be selected to elucidate the differences between them.

The Hai Van commune in Nang Dinh Province in the north, located in a typical rural area of the Red

River Delta and a few hours’ drive from Hanoi, and the Than Ctiu Nghia commune in Tien Jiang

Province, located in a typical rural area of the Mekong Delta and nearly two hours’ drive from Ho Chi

Minh City, were selected as target communities for our study.

Chart 1 shows the location of the two communities on the map of Vietnam.

Chart 1. The locations of the two target communities
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(2) Overview of two communes in the north and the south

The Institute of Sociology of the Vietnam Academy of Social Science (VASS) has collected basic
socio-economic data of the target communes, which was shared with the author.

The population of the Hai Van (HV) commune in Nang Dinh Province was 9,807 (2,789 households),
and that of the Than Ciru Nghia (TCN) commune in Tien Jiang Province was 21,035 (5,149 households)
in 2013. The percentage of the population employed in each sector in the HV commune was as follows:
agriculture 29.5%, industry & construction 53%, and trade and services 17.5%. On the other hand, the
percentage of the population employed in each sector in the TCN commune was as follows: agriculture
59.7%, industry and construction 12.2%, and trade and services 28.1%. The reason behind the large
percentage employed in industry and construction in the HV commune was because the wood-
processing industry had been a traditionally dominant industry in the area.

The percentage of population employed in agriculture was large in the TCN commune, but the pattern
of agriculture in the area was different from that in the north. Rice was the main produce of the HV
commune, while vegetable cultivation was popular in the TCN commune as the TCN commune was
located in an extremely market-oriented area near Ho Chi Minh City, which has a huge consumer
market.

The original assumption was that the comparison of the two communes would lead to a comparison
between the traditional (socialist) social capital influenced by the formal socialist system and the modern
(capitalist) social capital of the market-oriented area. In reality, based on our interviews with residents,
unions, and People’s Committees, many similarities could be found between the two communes in terms
of their prevailing socialistic social safety net systems.

However, the rural community that has experienced a long history of the socialist system in the north,
and the rural community that has been developing as a market-oriented area in the south, especially after
the launch of the Doi Moi policy and despite the introduction of the socialist system after the integration
of 1975, are considered to be different from each other, and evidence of these differences could be found
in our interviews with the local communities. In other words, I would like to clarify the differences in
the characteristics between modernization from the top (initiated by the state) in a socialist system with a
traditional society at the bottom, and modernization derived from external trends (impact of the global
market economy) in the last 20 years. I will also explain the similarities and differences of social capital

in Vietnam.

(3) Comparison between two communes: Photos taken in our field study
The research team visited two communes in the south and north of Vietnam from late October to early
November in 2014, and conducted several interviews with local residents and relevant organizations.

The following photos are examples showing the differences between the two communities.



A. HV commune in the north: agriculture and distribution based on rice production

Photo 1: HV commune(1) Photo 2: HV commune(2)

Photo 5: HV commune(5) Photo 6: HV commune(6)



B. TCN commune in the south: agriculture and distribution based on vegetable production

Photo 7: TCN commune(1) Photo 8: TCN commune(2)

Photo 9:TCN commune(3) Photo 10: TCN commune(4)

Photo 11: TCN commune(5) Photo 12: TCN commune(6)



(4) Comparison of figures related to living conditions in the two targeted communities

Table 3 shows the comparison of basic socio-economic data of the two targeted communities.

Table 3: Basic socio-economic data of the two targeted communities (as of June 2013)

CPC: Hai Van CPC: Than Ctru Nghia
District: Hai Hau, District: Ché‘u Thanh,
Province: Nam Dinh (north) |Province: Tién Giang (south)
Total population (Total no. of households) 9,807 (2,789 households) 21,035 (5,149 households)
Population of adults (Population below 15 years of |6 987 (2,820) 16,228 (4,807)
age)
Percentage of population employed each sector 29.5%, 53%, 17.5% 59.7%, 12.2%, 28.1%

(agriculture, industry/construction, trade/services)
Classification of living standards of households 30.0%, 35.0%, 29.9%, 5.2% |12.1%, 40.0%, 43.3%, 5.5%
(HHs): wealthy, above average, average, poor

(No. of poor HHs—No. of HHs receiving poverty (145 HH— 145 HH) (285 HH—4 HH)
allowance)

Electrification rate 95.2% 100%

Percentage of HHs with TV 76.2% 98.7%

Percentage of mobile phone ownership 43.4% 42.7%

Percentage of HHs that own a computer (Percentage (4.4% (3.8%) 50.0% (40.0%)

of HHs that have access to Internet)

No. of students (kindergarten, primary school, 625,778, 630 385, 1274, 626

secondary school)

No. of students (kindergarten, primary school, 24,30, 32 13,73, 40

secondary school)

Percentage of women visiting primary care station |73% 100%

for prenatal care

Percentage of malnourished children (below 5 years (14.1% 12.6%

of age)

Total no. of people receiving pension (official Total 494 (37,12, 10, 17, 19,|Total 236 (96,5, 1, 6,3, 8,0,
pension, military pension, benefits for people who 212,117, 17, 36, 17) 74, 48, 3)

have lost the ability to work, death benefits, benefits
for retired commune officials, benefits for lonely
elderly, student assistance benefits, benefits for war
martyr families, benefits for wartime invalids,
benefits for people exposed to dioxin)

No. of members of the Party Committee (No. of 215 (17) 192 (15)
members of the Party Executive Committee)

(Notes) Drawn up by the author, based on data offered by the Institute of Sociology, VASS

The following is the comparison between the two communities based on the data shown in Table 3°.

Statistics on household income could not be obtained. Based on the classification of living standards
into “wealthy”, “above average”, “average”, and “poor”, the percentage of households in the HV
commune that falls into each category is 30.0%, 35.0%, 29.9%, 5.2%, respectively. (The number of poor
households is 145, and the number of households receiving poverty benefits is 145.)  On the other hand,

% The data obtained from the Institute of sociology (VASS) includes ambiguous figures. For example, the number of
persons receiving pension in the Table 3 is different from the figures that I obtained through my interviews with the
People’s Committee of each commune. When there are any differences between the data obtained from the Institute
of Sociology and the figures I obtained through my interviews, the latter (the data I obtained directly) is regarded as
right data that better reflects the reality, although it might not be accurate.



the percentage of households in the TCN commune that falls into each category is 12.1%, 40.0%, 43.3%,
5.5%, respectively.

The percentage of wealthy households is larger in the HV commune than in the TCN commune, but
this percentage does not reflect the level of income of the people in the two communities. The wealthy
households in the TCN commune are assumed to enjoy a higher level of income and living standards,
judging from a comparison of the properties they own. This fact was evident in the higher
electrification rate, percentage of HHs that own a TV, percentage of women visiting primary care station
for prenatal care, and other statistics for the TCN commune. In particular, the rate of HHs that own a
computer and have Internet access is significantly higher in the TCN commune, which is much more
modernized than the HV commune.

When 1 visited the households in the “poor” category in both communities, the poor household
(family of a widow) in the HV commune appeared to be faring better than the poor household (husband
was handicapped and unemployed, wife was working in a part-time job) in the TCN commune. This was
related to the fact that poor households were taken care of by the commune more comprehensively in the
HV commune than in the TCM commune, because all poor households (95 HH) in the HV commune
received assistance but only four among 85 households received assistance in the TCM commune. The
number of households in the HV commune was less than in the TCN commune, but the number of
recipients of several forms of benefits was larger in the HV commune. These included military pension,
benefits to people who have lost the ability to work, death benefits, benefits for retired commune
officials, benefits for lonely elderly, student assistance benefits, benefits for people exposed to dioxin
(excluding official pension). The number of recipients of benefits for war martyr families and benefits
for wartime invalids was large in the TCN commune, because the commune is located in an area where
fierce battles were waged during the Vietnam War. The HV commune was assumed to have a close
relationship with the communist party, because the number of members of the party committee (and
members of the executive committee) in the HV commune was larger than that in the TCN commune,

despite the fact that the population of the HV commune was only half that of the TCN commune.

3. Mutual help system of a community, and the market economy wave
I would like to summarize the results of our interviews, by illustrating the realities of the mutual help
system of a community and the market economy wave, observed through our interviews conducted in

the two communities.

A. HV Commune

(1) Socio-economic situation in the HV commune

* Based on the data offered by the People’s Committee of the HV commune, annual per capita income of
the people in the HV commune had increased from 20 million Dong in 2008 to 29 million Dong in

2013"°. The increase had been brought about by the increase in income from construction works backed

' 1 million Dong is about 5,400 Japanese Yen in 2014.



by a construction boom in cities, as well as growth in the furniture and wood processing industry.
Furniture produced in the HV commune was mainly for domestic consumption and not for export. One
of the factors behind the growth of the furniture industry in the HV commune was the improvement in
transportation infrastructure (i.e. improvement of National Road No.1).

+ Small scale enterprises that have less than 30 employees constitute a major part of the furniture
industry. At the point of starting a business, the Social Policy Bank and Agro Bank serve as lenders.
Both of these are state-owned banks, and there are no major private banks in Vietnam.

+ 89% of the population in the HV commune is Catholic, and there are many churches there.

+ Since the introduction of the Doi Moi policy in 1986, agricultural production has been increasing, and
the HV commune has become a model “Cultural Commune” that many government leaders visit to
observe and study.

+ A new hospital facility was constructed by the HV commune using their own budget. Its operational

cost is covered by the Ministry of Health.

* The school was divided into primary school and secondary school in 1993, and a new school was
constructed in 2005. The IT classroom was constructed in 2009. About 20 students have been added
every year. Tuition is free, but uniforms and textbooks are paid for by the students.

+ All kindergartens are public, and there are no private kindergartens. The number of students has
increased from 493 in 2008 to 621 in 2014. The cost of lunch is 8,000 Dong for a student below two
years of age, and 10,000 Dong for a student between the ages of three and five. Annual government

budget is 120 million Dong, which is used for management costs and for purchasing books etc.

5

~

Photo13: Wood processing industry Photo 14: A newly built hospital

(2) Benefits system (Benefits from the state, mutual benefits from the community)

+ Examples of public unions under the People’s Committee include the Women’s Union and the Farmers’
Union.

+ The commune has a system that offers poverty benefits to poor households. The amount of poverty

allowance is 180,000 Dong per month, and livelihood allowance is 30,000 Dong per month, making a



total of 210,000 Dong per month''. 2.8% of the population of the HV Commune was classified as “poor”
in 2014.

+ All farmers are members of the Farmers’ Union, which was established in 1956 in the HV Commune.
The Farmers’ Union was transformed in 1997 from an organization of the Communist Party, to an
independent organization that provides services for its members, but it is still under the supervision of
the Ministry of Agriculture.

* The Farmers’ Union has 1,800 members, about 40% of whom are women. The role of the Farmers’
Union is to assist in agricultural production (purchase of fertilizers, technical assistance and seminars,
etc.), collection of water usage fees (24,000 Dong per square meter every half year [one season]), sale of
agricultural machines (30% cheaper than market prices), and provide other forms of support. A new law
was enacted in 2012, which allowed the Union to provide micro financing services.

+ The leaders of the Farmers’ Union are not public servants but representatives of farmers. The Farmers’
Union is a non-profit organization that has become increasingly similar to a private company in recent
years, and now undertakes activities such as the sale of vegetables to private companies, and the
purchase of vehicles for collecting and selling produce. The Farmers’ Union is also eligible to receive
low interest rate loans from the Social Policy Bank.

+ The Women’s Union has been putting efforts into reducing the poverty of women. Once recommended
as a “poor household”, the women in the household will be eligible to receive poverty benefits of up to 1
million Dong per month. The number of members (all women) of the Union is 2,108, and 96.9% of them
are farmers. In other words, most farmers are women.

+ The Women’s Union launched its micro financing project in 2008 in collaboration with a Belgian
University which offers 100 million Dong as its fund. The fund had increased to 110 million Dong in
2014. The micro financing scheme lends women classified as “poor” 2 million Dong per year (0.5%
interest rate per half year), and 49 women have taken loans under the scheme. The money borrowed is

used for the purchase of livestock such as chickens, pigs, and running small businesses. A management

Photo 15: Poor household in HV commune Photo 16: The house of a leader

in the People’s Committee

1" 1 thousand Dong is about 5.4 Japanese Yen in 2014.



committee has been established, and the head of commune is the supervisor of the Union. Three to four
experts provide support for their activities, audit the results, and report the situation to the Union once a

year.

(3) Support from (state-owned) banks

+ The Social Policy Bank had originally been a part of the Agro Bank, but became an independent bank
in 2003 to raise its poverty reduction programs to the international level.  Its activities include: (1)
Provision of low interest rate loan to improve the living conditions of poor households (30-50 million
Dong for three years, 0.6% interest rate), (2) Loan for education to households with children and/or
university students (11 million Dong per year), and (3) Loan to improve sanitary conditions such as
toilets.

+ The number of users of the Social Policy Bank was 303 households (including 67 “poor” and 15 “near
poor” households, 102 households with university students, and 104 borrowers for improving sanitary
conditions). The Bank began to provide loans to poor households in 2003, and began to provide loans to
households with university students in 2006. It is increasing its loans for improving sanitary conditions.
The percentage of poor households has decreased from 6.9% in 2003 to 2.9% in 2014, marking a drop of
about 4 %.

+ The Social Policy Bank is managed by the district authority. The Farmers’ Union collects information
on the properties (houses, lands, etc.) of borrowers and reports them to the district authority. Land deeds
are necessary, but no collateral is required at the time of borrowing. A group lending scheme (1 million
Dong per person at 1% interest rate, with the amount of loan differing among groups) is also available,
and is popular in the northern area.

+ Loans to support small businesses is offered by the Agro Bank (0.95% interest rate per year, 0.8%
special interest rate in the cases of improvement of sanitary conditions and construction of new houses).
293 households have taken out loans, mostly for running handicraft businesses. The maximum amount
of a loan is 5 billion Dong, and borrowers are required to present certificates of capability for running a

business. A typical example of the scheme is the loan to furniture factories.

B. TCN Commune
(1) Socio-economic situation in the TCN Commune

* The TCN commune has about 5,000 households and population of about 20,000, many of whom own
middle-sized parcels of land for agriculture. There were three hamlets in the French colonial era, and
today, there are seven hamlets in the TCN commune.

+ A leader of the People’s Committee explained that the following major changes occurred in the last 10
years: (1) Economic growth and increase in income, (2) Improvements in infrastructure such as road,
houses, and irrigation system, (3) Advancements in culture such as spread of TV and mobile phones,
travel, participation in festivals, sports, and shows, and on the other hand, (4) Increase in fights
especially among the younger generation.

+ Average annual per capita income in the TCN commune has increased from 15.45 million Dong in



2010 to 25.45 million Dong in 2014. 4.5% of the population is classified as poor, which means that their
income level is below 400,000 Dong per month.

« It normally takes three months to harvest rice and one month to harvest vegetables; therefore, vegetable
cultivation is more profitable. The rice, vegetables and coconuts that is harvested or produced are sold to
private buyers who come to the farmers, and most of these buyers are from Ho Chi Minh City. The
selling price for these agricultural products depends on negotiations, and fluctuates every month. A new
breed of coconuts in the southern part of Vietnam is sold at a higher price (15,000 Dong each) than
normal Thai coconuts (6,000 - 7,000 Dong each), because the quality of the former is better than that of
the latter.

+ A new industrial zone was constructed in 2009, located about 4 km away from the TCN People’s
Committee. This has contributed to growth in employment to some extent (most workers come from Ho
Chi Minh City). The wage at the factories is about 4.5 million Dong per month.

+ The revenue of TCN Commune has been increasing every year from 1.7 billion Dong in 2010 to 3
billion Dong in 2014. The revenue is transferred to the provincial government and distributed to
communes based on its budget plans. For example, a primary school and kindergarten were constructed
(total cost of 20 billion Dong), and 10 local roads were improved (total cost of 9 billion Dong) under the
provincial budget. The TCN commune paid 15% of the cost of improvement for roads between the

hamlets. The irrigation system has been improved, especially after 2000.

Photo 17: Road connecting hamlets Photo 18: TCN commune People’s Committee

(2) Benefits system (Benefits from the state, mutual benefits from the community)

+ Examples of public unions under the People’s Committee are the Women’s Union, Farmers’ Union, and
the Youth Union.

+ One of the activities undertaken by the Women’s Union is providing micro financing to members,
through a fund (Fund for Women) of 1.2 billion Dong with the support of the Norwegian Organization.
The fund is managed by the province, and each commune participates in the management committee. 12
communes selected out of 22 communes have been using this Fund.

+ Poor households can borrow up to 5 million Dong per year. Once the borrower is able to repay the 5



million Dong, the household can borrow an additional 6 - 7 million Dong the next time. At the time of
interview in 2014, 378 households had borrowed and used the money for the purchase of livestock,
construction of fisheries, and other activities. Some staff from the Women Union check on progress
every few months, and the Union also conducts seminars three or four times per year.

* The classification of “poor households” is decided by members of each commune every year, based on
standards drawn up by the Ministry of Labor and Local Affairs. The chief of each hamlet draws up a list
of candidates that qualify for the category of “poor households,” as well as an official list after voting by
residents at a hamlet meeting. The list is finalized after verification by the commune authority (People’s
Committee).

+ Poor households can receive electricity benefits, poverty benefits from the commune, and benefits for
handicapped persons, in addition to the loan from the Social Policy Bank. There are food benefits in case
of illness (1,000 Dong per day) and death benefits for members of the Elderly Union. (Neighbors also
provide assistance during difficult times, on a personal basis.)

+ The role of the Farmers’ Union includes: (1) Publicize the “New Community Plan”, (2) Promote
understanding of joint activities such as the provision of land for water usage, (3) Provide support for
agricultural production such as diversion to vegetable cultivation from rice production, and organic
cultivation, and (4) Conduct training seminars (a few times a year).

+ At the time of the interview in 2014, 2,811 households were members of the Farmers’ Union, of whom
816 members were women. The Farmers’ Union has established its own fund for poor farmers by
collecting contributions from richer farmers. Farmers classified as “poor” and “nearly poor” can take
loans of 3 to 5 million Dong for three years from the Union (at 0.65% interest rate), and about 50
households are currently on this loan. Contributions to the fund are made by richer famers, who can
receive “excellent farmer” certificates by contributing 1 to 1.5 million Dong to the fund. Richer farmers
typically increase their income through vegetable cultivation, straw hat making, fish farming, chicken
farming, and other activities. Income in the agricultural sector in the TCN commune has been rising in

general, as a result of improvements in transportation infrastructure and better access to credit.

Photo 19: Poor household in TCN commune Photo 20: Rich farm household



(3) Support from (state-owned) Banks

+ The role of the Social Policy Bank include: (1) Provide support for improvement of livelihood of poor
households, (2) Bring about the realization of “Happy Families,” which means stable economy, gender
equality, women’s participation in the Union, and improvements in education for children, and (3)
Improve education. The Social Policy Bank provides loans not only to poor households, but also to 488
households of the Women’s Union.

* The Social Policy Bank provides loans to “poor” households (at 0.45% interest rate) and “nearly poor”
households (at 0.95% interest rate), and the number of borrowers is 313 in total. The Bank loans are
used for the purchase of livestock, construction of houses, provision of assistance to persons looking for
jobs (10 - 20 million Dong), provision of assistance to households with university students (10 - 11
million Dong per year), provision of assistance to nearly poor households (5 - 20 million Dong), and
improvement of sanitary conditions (toilets, water supply system, etc.)

+ There are other state-owned banks such as the People’s Credit Bank and the Agro Bank. The People’s
Credit Bank offers credit at 11% interest rate without review of personal properties. The Agro Bank
offers credit at 10% interest rate with review of personal properties. The Agro Bank normally provides
loans of 700 - 800 million Dong, after checking the land owned by the applicants as collateral for loan.
The number of borrowers was about 400 households in 2014.

+ The ADB (Asian Development Bank) has been offering technical assistance for organic cultivation to
farmers since 2013, in cooperation with the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Rural
Development. The total amount of assistance is 50 billion Dong, and 13 billion Dong is allocated to the
Chat Tran District where two communes are active; the TCN commune is one of the two active
communes. Two agro-processing centers were under construction as an ADB pilot project in 2014. This
project is expected to contribute to increasing farmers’ income and providing a stable supply of

environment-friendly foods in the future.

4. Conclusions
In the previous sections, the current situation of social safety net in Vietnam and the differences

between the north and the south were described. The summary is as follows.

(1) Although differences exist between the north and the south, the basic framework of the SSN system
is almost the same. The most significant common characteristic is that a socialist government-led system
of mutual benefits has been constructed in both communes. Unions under the supervision of People’s
Committee such as the Women’s Union and Farmers’ Union play key roles in providing support to poor
households. They provide benefits to poor households under the systems that are socialist, community-

based, and participatory, which are common features in both communes in the north and the south.

(2) Both communes in the north and the south have been developing, as the Vietnamese economy has
developed as a whole. In the HV commune in the north, the wood-processing and furniture industry

have developed, and the per capita income of residents and the revenue of the commune have also



increased. In the TCN commune in the south, growth in vegetable cultivation and fruits production have
contributed to an increase in the income of farmers and the revenue of the commune, and the number of
rich farmers is on the rise. Improvements in infrastructure of roads and irrigation in the area is another

factor contributing to the development of the area that the TCN commune is located in.

(3) On the other hand, one of the major differences between the northern commune and the southern
commune is that a stronger wave of market economy can be observed in the south. Agricultural
production and distribution system of rice, vegetables, coconuts, and other products take place in a
capitalist manner based on a market economic system. The value chain of agricultural products, the price
decision mechanism of the products, farmers’ preferences and incentives in the selection of products and
farming, are based on a free market system as well as the demand and supply mechanism. One of the
factors behind the characteristics of the TCN commune is the presence of Ho Chi Minh City as a huge
market, but the previous experiences of the capitalist market economy is considered as another factor

contributing to the progress of the market economy in the south.

(4) In spite of the steady development of the regional economy, the growth in people’s income both in
the north and the south, and rapid progress of the market economy even in the agricultural sector in the
south, the socialist social safety net system that prevails both in the north and the south are very similar.
The socialist mutual benefits system offered by communities seems to function even under conditions of
rapid economic development, especially as a social safety net for poor households and socially
vulnerable persons. This should be highly evaluated as an effective mechanism so far.

On the other hand, there are almost no private systems that can supplement the public SSN system,
which has been observed in other advanced countries and some emerging economies. Direct assistance
to the poor and the vulnerable by foreign NGOs is still restricted by the government, except in the case

of collaboration with official governmental organizations such as the Women’s Union.

(5) We should monitor the progress of the SSN system in Vietnam and check if the official SSN system
continues to be effective in a changing society that is experiencing rapid economic development. We
have observed that emerging middle income citizens and/or rich households are beginning to look for
new or supplemental systems for their pension, health care, etc.'” It would be beneficial for researchers
of Vietnam, Japan, and other countries to have the opportunity to exchange knowledge and experiences
of effective SSN systems in each country, and to come up with ideas for better SSN systems that are

suitable for Vietnam in the future.

2 As an example, Daiich Seimei (Japan) has launched the sale of a new health care insurance in Vietnam.
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