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Agricultural

Innovation

Multiple grounds for technology policies
in the Red River Delta of Vietnam

PROPOSITIONS

Belonging to the dissertation 'Agricultural Innovation, Multiple Grounds for Technology Policies
in the Red River Delta of Vietnam' by Nguyen van Linh, 28 March 2001.
1. Most agricultural research in Vietnam understandably is technical in nature. Very little research
has been carried out on innovation and policy formulation processes. This has seriously
hampered the impact of public research and extension in the RRD. (This dissertation).
2. Official policies are based, whether explicitly or not, on ideas about 'what works' in terms of
stimulating agricultural innovation. These ideas might be mistaken. (This dissertation).
3. In research of phenomena for which people play a key role in determining the outcome, a focus
on reasons is more effective than a focus on causes. (This dissertation).
4. The fact that Vietnamese policy makers see new technology as the main source of growth for
Vietnamese agriculture (and hence investment in technology as the most appropriate policy),
while the innovation taking place in rural areas seems to be largely driven by farmers seeking
opportunities to improve their incomes, suggests that science can be a 'blinding insight'. (This
dissertation).
5. True potato seed (TPS) offers many obvious technical advantages, but is not accepted by
farmers in general because of problems in the markets for both inputs and outputs. It seems
from this and other examples, that the Red River Delta is moving from a post-war economy
with a need for production and productivity to deal with shortage, to a market economy driven
by gross margins and prices. (This dissertation).
6. Diversification calls for a broad research effort that includes studies of the economics of
production of alternative crops in various locations and circumstances. Hence, in addition to
research in technology, a strong policy and market analysis capability is essential for enhancing
innovative performance. (This dissertation).
1. The development of more productive technologies is likely to make fanners poorer because
advantages of technological change in agriculture are usually passed on to middlemen and
consumers. This can lead to serious social problems if alternative employment outside
agriculture is not available. (Cochrane, W.W., 1958. The Agricultural Treadmill. Chapter 5 in:
Cochrane, W., Farm Prices, Myth and Reality. Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, pp. 85107).
8. Extension should be part of the research process rather than the final step in the adoption of
research findings. Farmers should be willing and able to participate in this process, especially
where complex agricultural and environmental issues are at stake (Dunn, T. et al. 1996.
Changing Paradigms for the Farmer-Extensionist Relationship: Exploring methods and
Theories of Farmers' Participation in Research. Journal of Agricultural Education and
Extension Vol. 3 (3): pp. 167-182).
9. Arable farmers of 0.2 ha in the Red River Delta are just as unlikely to survive as arable farmers
in the Rhine River Delta with 100 ha if they continue to focus on producing bulk commodities
such as rice, wheat and potatoes. But high value crops are no guarantee for survival either.
10. In rice based systems, limiting IPM Farmer Field School Training only to the rice crop, and
excluding winter crops, on which large quantities of pesticides are applied, does not bear
testimony to great insight in agro-ecosystem dynamics.
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ABSTRACT

Food security, a lingering concern although is not as critical as in the past, remains one of the most
important strategies for agricultural development in Vietnam. In conjunction with this strategy,
productivity is very much a concern of the government. However, growth in agricultural
productivity is not easy to achieve, particularly for a severely land-constrained region such as the
Red River Delta (RRD). The level of crop intensification is already high and given the competition
for land from infrastructure development, urbanization, industrialization, and the production of fruit
and other crops and aquaculture, there is little room for maneuver.
With the limited scope for land expansion, increasing yield and crop diversification are two
challenges to the sustainability of the present rate of growth in the agriculture. With respect to rice
yield, Vietnamese farmers have benefited by applying findings from international research to their
local conditions, but over time, the benefits to be gained will be less and less. If the attempt were
limited further to improving productivity of food crops, the difficulties would be compounded.
Even under the most favorable conditions of growth, the living standards of those engaged in
agriculture with a small size of land holding is not likely to be comparable to there of their
counterparts in the urban areas, or to take them out of poverty. Thus, while rapid agricultural
growth based on higher productivity will help raise farm incomes, the farmers will require
alternative employment opportunities to break out of poverty and increase their living standards.
Farmers need to be given sufficient degrees of freedom to be able to choose to improve their lives
in ways that are different from what they have been doing, which is primarily growing rice.
Therefore, one of important options is the diversification of the rural economy.
There are two possibilities for economic diversification in rural areas. The first is to
diversify agricultural production. While this may be construed as conflicting directly with the
objective of food security, this construction is based on equating food security with food selfsufficiency. The second possibility is to diversify the rural economy away from an overwhelming
reliance on agricultural production. If adequate employment in the non-farm rural sector is
generated, then issues such as rural-urban income inequality and rural poverty lose some of their
significance, at least in those areas with reasonable infrastructure. But in recent years, the
generation of rural non-farm employment has depended heavily on the performance of agriculture.
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The RRD is a typical case with respect to diversification and sustainable development of
agriculture in Vietnam. In this region, rice is still one of most important crops. It is planted twice in
the year and followed by winter crops where possible. The farmers are facing the problem of a very
low average amount of arable land available per household (0.3 ha). During the last years, in
comparison with other regions, rice yields in the RRD have been recognized to be "reaching the
ceiling" - according to farmers. However, the decline of rice price in the marketplace and
increasing family demands for better living conditions has faced farmers with new challenges of
low incomes.
With respect to technology development and extension, during the last decades, many
efforts have been made by government institutions to assist farmers to resolve problems of low
productivity in the region. The operation of intensification programs with a series of
recommendations based on technical measures has contributed to the increase in food crop
production. The development of true potato seed production in the winter season is one example. In
order to improve farmers' knowledge of crop production, the Integrated Pest Management (IPM)
program has been operated since early 1990s. However, those efforts, with their strong emphasis
on rice production, do not always prove advantageous for farmers.
Contrarily, the increase of cash crop production and the development of new fanning
systems are of major interest of farmers in the region to resolve problems of low incomes. The
expansion of winter crop production and changing land-use systems in rice fields are seen as two
strategic decisions of farmers in the RRD to cope with scarce natural resources and low-income
problems. Farmers in the region are very active in responding to market signals by adjusting thencropping patterns and enterprise mixes, unless constrained by policy and by physical, agronomic,
financial and market factors. The successful case of farmers in Nam Thanh district in changing
"flooding-land" with low potential for rice production into new farming systems with fruit trees and
aquaculture shows farmers' capability in innovation.
This study looked at farmers' innovation processes in the densely populated RRD, and at
official models of agricultural innovation, to develop theories to underpin technology (agricultural
research and extension) policies of Vietnamese organizations. The work is based on the hypothesis
that the innovation theory currently underpins agricultural technology policy in Vietnam does not
adequately reflect the dynamic processes that take place in the field in the context of the (new)
open market economic system. The findings may be useful for people who are working as policymakers, research and extension managers in seeking new approaches to improve their work to meet
farmers' needs.
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CHAPTER I: Country Background with Emphasis on Agriculture

Chapter 1
COUNTRY BACKGROUND WITH EMPHASIS ON AGRICULTURE

This chapter presents general information about the country of Vietnam to allow the reader to have a
general picture on agricultural regions, the economic situations and agriculture, policy and institutional
reforms, as well as agricultural research and extension services in the last decade. The information also
indicates issues of food security, agricultural diversification, and land tenure in Vietnam. The last
section concerns government objectives for the development of agriculture and rural economy.
I-General information
1.1-The Country
Vietnam is situated along the southeast margin of
the Indo-Chinese peninsula. It stretches from latitudes
8.50 north to 23.8 north with the coastline of
approximately 3,200 km and a land area of about 330
thousand km2. The country land borders are 1,150 km
long with China, 1,650 km with Laos and 950 km with
Cambodia.
Figure 1 - Map of Vietnam

Three-quarters of the country are mountains and
hills. Lying between the mountainous highlands is the

midlands (hills) region, which comprises about one-third of the country. The remaining areas (onequarter) include the fertile plains formed by 15 major rivers. Amongst the major river are the
Mekong, with a drainage basin of 72,300 km2 and the Red River of 60,960 km2 within Vietnam.
The plain areas of the Mekong River Delta (MRD) in the south and the Red River Delta (RRD) in
the north, with about 1,300 km between them, are the major agricultural areas and centers of
population. Hanoi and the port city of Hai Phong are situated in the RRD and Ho Chi Minh City,
the industrial and commercial center of the country, lies just north of the MRD.
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The population of Vietnam is about 76 million and grows annually by 2.2 percent The
majority of the population is of the Viet (Kinh) ethnic group. Minority groups of some ten percent
are concentrated mainly in the highland areas. Close to 76 percent of the total population lives in
rural areas and about 74 percent of the total labor force is engaged in agriculture (IMF, 2000) .
1

Rural population densities average 194 persons/km2, but vary greatly by region. In the RRD, they
range in different provinces from 893-1.092 persons/km2, about twice the level found in the MRD
provinces. Nearly one-third of the population of the country lives in these two deltas. In the central
highlands and the northern mountainous provinces, densities are under 100 persons/km2 (GSO,
1999) .
2

The administrative structure of the country consists of cities and provinces. The provinces
are subdivided into districts, which are subdivided into communes, with each commune having
many villages.
I.2-Agricultural regions

Based on the variation in natural
conditions (climatic, soil, water resources,
and topography), the total of 61 provinces
and cities in Vietnam has been divided into 7
agricultural regions (see Figure 2 and also
Table 1).

1.2.1-Northern mountains and Midlands
region (Northern Uplands)
The region includes 14 provinces:
Cao Bang, Bac Can, Lang Son, Ha Giang,
Tuyen Quang, Lao Cai, Yen Bai, Thai
Nguyen, Lai Chau, Son La, Quang Ninh,
Bac Giang, Hoa Binh and Phu Tho.
Figure 2 - Agricultural regions in Vietnam

' IMF Staff Counüy Report No. 00/116, August 2000. Vietnam: Statistical Appendix and Background Notes.
Washington, D.C 20431.
General Statistical Office, 1999
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