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Research Scope and Overall
Problematic

Nearly every feature of Nam Bo served as a contrast to the Red River Delta.
(Brocheux 1995: xv)

This research report on the Mekong Delta is part of a research project on water management, land
development, and economic diversification in three south-east Asian deltas (the Red River and Mekong
Deltas in Vietnam, and Chao Praya Delta in Thailand) carried out jointly with European, Vietnamese and
Thai partners (Delta project) and funded by the European Union (INCO-DEV). The starting point was the
observation of rapid changes in these areas. Economic growth (8 to 10% per year) boosts land use
diversification, raises labour costs, and favours urban and industrial sectors. Within such a changing
context, and keeping in mind the need for an integrated approach in a very fragile environment,
countries with large deltas have to promote new patterns of both technical and institutional water
resources management. The institutional and technical systems that are presently operating in the three
deltas allow fruitful comparisons to be made to clarify policies to be implemented. On this basis, the
Delta project aims to (i) compare existing water management practices (irrigation, drainage) in the
three deltas, (ii) evaluate their consequences on economic efficiency and on constraints for further
land development, (iii) identify conditions and results of one common pattern of diversification (the
poldered raised bed system), and (iv) propose new water management patterns.

The conceptual framework for the research basically resulted from sound knowledge of the Red
River situation in North Vietnam (Dao The Tuan, 1995; Fontenelle, 1999, 2001, 2004; Tessier and Fontenelle,
2000; Phong and Fontenelle 1999; Bergeret, 2002) and thus focused on the chain of decision-making
levels for water management and on the stakes and constraints of de-collectivisation and
decentralisation (GRET 1996, see also Lavigne Delville, 1998).

The exploratory phase carried out during the year 1998 led the researchers to re-orient the initial
topic in order to adjust the research questions to the realities of water management in the Mekong
Delta. In this context, collectivisation never reached the same level of achievement that it did in the
North Vietnamese delta, and some areas were even left out of the process. In the mid-1980s, less than
6% of farmers in the Mekong Delta belonged to cooperatives (Pingali & Xuan quoted by Diglio 1998: 40;
see also Kerkvliet & Porter 1995). This specificity stems from two important elements:

– First, Vietnam’s agricultural and development policy reached a liberal turning point by 1981 (with
Directive no. 100 that legalised land contracts between farming households and cooperatives)
only six years after the 1975 unification of Vietnam, and five years after the implementation of a
cooperativisation policy in South Vietnam.

– Another set of factors explaining the discrepancy between North and South Vietnam rests in
South Vietnam’s long history as an agrarian frontier, its early commoditized economy (Popkin
1979), and the agro-ecological conditions prevailing in the Mekong Delta making the
implementation and management of large-scale irrigation and land development schemes
much more difficult. Nevertheless, after the extension of economic liberalisation in the late 1980s
(the new "Contract 10 System" that fully acknowledged households as production units in 1988),
the 1990s seemed to see a renewal of state intervention which resulted in processes of land
concentration, economic diversification, and social differentiation in rural areas, especially in the
Mekong Delta which, as the major rice bowl of the country (since colonial times), was the
spearhead of these changes.
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Topic Definition and Scope of the Inquiry

We identified three major topics that would allow greater understanding of the main factors behind
the current dynamics of economic liberalisation and diversification, which do not necessarily imply any
weakening of the state:

1. intervention by the state and farmers’ economic and institutional logics at local level;
2. the local political economy of agricultural production; and
3. the different levels of implementation of land development and water management policies.

• Intervention by the State and Farmers’ Economic and Institutional Logics

Farmers face a state which provides them with large-scale schemes and infrastructures but has not
defined the rules that would allow optimal use of these new resources. This situation is especially obvious
in areas of migration and agricultural settlements such as the Plain of Reeds. Some studies already show
that, in such cases, the crucial issue is the need for more collective rules regarding farming practices
and water and land management. The ability to elaborate new rules—new institutions but not
necessarily new organisations—needed to be observed closely, as did the mechanisms of economic
differentiation underlying—and possibly reinforced by—these processes. The roles of state
representatives at the local level stand, of course, on centre stage: do they work towards an
homogenisation of the rules or rather as social actors among others mainly following their own
strategies?

The Local Political Economy of Agricultural Production

Many studies have already focused on farming system differentiation and cropping system analysis,
but little is known about the set of deeply commoditized relations in which farmers are embedded when
it comes to access to water (private pumping units), inputs (liberalisation under state control), credit,
tractors, etc.. At the same time, the hired labour force is often mentioned without any explanation of its
origin or the economic mechanisms generating this situation. Here, we aimed to identify this set of
relations linking households (or members of households) to other economic operators in order to assess
the extent to which this situation is connected (our hypothesis) to a low level of capital accumulation in
agricultural production (this hypothesis was re-appraised in due course because of differentiated
empirical results). By the same token, we tried to link these economic issues with the issues related to
patron-client relationships at the local (and probably district) level. It is necessary to take into account
this economic and political framework in order to test hypotheses on the new cooperative policy that
focuses more on access to means of production than it does on production itself.

The Different Land Development and Water Management Policy Implementation Levels

For more than fifteen years, Vietnamese agricultural policy had shown strong pragmatism but no
tendency towards withdrawal. The situation at district level (for instance in Chau Phu District, An Giang
Province) at the time revealed a continued involvement in land development and irrigation schemes.
What needed to be more deeply explored appeared to be the vertical linkage between the different
levels of policy implementation (from the bottom up, in order to identify various strategies and interpret
decisions that seemed to have remained basically top-down) and the horizontal linkage between
different state agencies whose level of mutual co-ordination needed to be assessed (the agricultural
development department, hydraulic services, extension services; see also the contracts between state
agencies and private companies regarding the dredging of irrigation canals, for example). Spatial
issues regarding the juxtaposition of water units with political and administrative units and levels fell (at
least partly) under this topic.



The Local Politics of Land and Water: Case Studies from the Mekong Delta

Gret - collection Études et travaux - Série en ligne n° 4 6

The provisional site selection was:

(1) Chau Phu District (An Giang Province)
(2) The Plain of Reeds (Long An Province)
(3) O Môn District (Can Tho Province)

The third topic was beyond the scope of what a student could adequately address in six months of
field research. We therefore focused on the two first topics, merging them into a “study of water
management policy at the local level in the Mekong Delta” (working title). In other words, this study
dealt with the local politics of water management.

When it came to research sites, we also had to modify our provisional selection somewhat. The Plain
of Reeds seemed too atypical and there were some good studies on agrarian systems available for Ô
Mon District (see a.o. Le Coq et al. 1997). For the year 1999, we finally decided to couple a case study
of strategic groups and water management (package A) with a case study of water chain efficiency
(package B) in An Giang Province, Chau Phu District. Both were carried out by two MSc students from
CNEARC, Montpellier (the French Institute for Teaching and Training in Tropical and Subtropical
Agricultural Studies), Damien Hauswirth and Pascal Lienhard. Hauswirth centred his study in the
administrative village of Vinh Thanh Trung along the Bassac River where institutional water management
arrangements seemed to be more highly diversified. Lienhard studied a cross-section including, in
addition to Vinh Thanh Trung, the administrative villages of Thanh My Tay and Dao Huu Canh. In the
year 2000, we followed up on and deepened these same lines of research. A third MSc CNEARC
student, Timothee Leurent, carried out in-depth case studies of local-level water and land politics in the
Long Xuyen quadrangle in Hon Dat District (Kien Giang Province). His study centred on the
administrative village of Nam Thai Son (especially the hamlet of Son Nam). He extended the
geographical scope of his inquiry to take into account agricultural and institutional diversity by carrying
out more limited studies in the neighbouring villages of Son Kien (where the presence of a state farm
produced unique effects) and Soc Son (the only village in the area with a new cooperative; in addition,
farming systems based on dry crops are of major importance with regards to accumulation and
differentiation processes in agriculture in this village)1.

Report Organisation

We present the sets of methods and techniques we employed to conduct this research first (in part
I). Part I includes a brief account of the “project economy” in terms of the availability and management
of time and human resources, cooperation practices, and the capacity to allow objectives to evolve
(this aspect was evoked above). Methods are not seen as mere tools or techniques; their relations to
underlying concepts and hypotheses are emphasised. After a presentation of the research sites, the
next section (part II) uses our case studies and other written sources to develop the thesis that the
Mekong Delta is an agrarian and political frontier. We specifically take into account the various forms of
migrations—be they “spontaneous”, organized by state agencies, or motivated by warfare, economic
or religious factors—that contributed to the current structure of the agrarian landscape. Agricultural and
technical innovations and changes are presented only briefly and only as they relate to our topic, the
local politics of water policy (see the research reports for the Packages 2 and 3). The transformations of
land, water and settlement policies constitutes the core of the following chapter (part III). The next
section (part IV) deals with local-level water politics, focusing on the interaction between water users
and water providers and highlighting the role of the various state actors and services. Local diversities
are of major interest as far as these interrelated issues are concerned. The conclusion (part V) should be
seen as an attempt to delineate and analyse the nature of the state-society relationship at the local
level when it comes to water management.

 
1 Leurent's research report was not completed at the time this text was written and the results we present here for his
research sites must be seen as partial and, to a certain extent, provisional.
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Research Methods

The main research tasks were carried out by MSc students under the supervision of project staff. This
supervision included short collective fieldwork and surveys making it possible to clearly define the
research objectives and empirical guidelines for the intensive individual surveys (following the ECRIS
framework which combines workshops and collective and individual fieldwork; Bierschenk & Olivier de
Sardan 1997). During the latter, agronomic techniques and ethnographic methods were used: non-
structured and semi-structured interviews, and participant observations, according to a scenario we
had previously tested in Thailand (see Le Meur et al. 1999a & b for an assessment of this method of
combining field research techniques and on collective and participatory methods, see also Beebe
1995). Due to the relatively short duration of their stay, the students acquired only the rudiments of the
Vietnamese language and thus had to use interpreters for their fieldwork. The historical dimension of the
research required an exploration of the existing scientific and gray literature (available in English and
French), and (sporadically) of the oversees archives in Aix-en-Provence.

Combining a Socio-Anthropological Approach…

The terms of reference consisted of qualitative indicators that were refined and redefined during the
inquiry to adjust them to a changing empirical reality and the new hypotheses arising out of this reality.
This did not in any way mean that the approach was devoid of theoretical orientation. The focus on
conflicts as expressions of—or ‘entry ways’ to—structural contradictions and cleavages, as well as the
use of analytical categories such as arena, interface and strategic group (Bierschenk & Olivier de
Sardan 1997, Long 1989, Arce & Long 2000) constitute the basis of our theoretical reflection and
empirical work. We use these exploratory and analytical concepts in line with the following definitions:

– Arena represents an abstract place of confrontation between social actors competing for
access to material and symbolic resources and endowed with different forms and volumes of
capital and specific worldviews. “The concept of arena is especially important for identifying the
actors and mapping out the issues, resources and discourses entailed in particular situations of
disagreement or dispute” (Long 2000: 192).

– Following Norman Long (1989: 1-2), we define “a social interface as a critical point of intersection
or linkage between different social systems, fields or levels of social order where structural
discontinuities, based upon differences of normative value and social interest, are most likely to
be found”.

– Borrowed from the German sociologist Hans Dietrich Evers who used it as an alternative to the
overly mechanical Marxian category of social class (Evers & Schiel 1988), the concept of
strategic group is employed here at the micro-level as a “working hypothesis for the researcher,
a sort of ‘virtual group’ which helps us to understand the convergence of strategies between
certain individuals who can be assumed to share the same position in the face of the same
issue” (Bierschenk & Olivier de Sardan 1997: 240).

The empirical use of these three concepts rests upon a basically actor-oriented approach that
assumes the knowledgeability and capability (Giddens 1984) of the participants, either direct or
indirect, in social interactions, without underestimating the impact of their insertion in specific social and
cultural life-worlds, “specific time, space and experiential configurations” (Arce & Long 2000: 13).
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Combining various techniques from the qualitative social research tool box, case study analysis and
social biographies (individual and familial) were two of the main methods employed during the
fieldwork.

– Case analysis (Mitchell 1983) allows one to follow over time—or at least reconstruct through
interviews—conflicts, the people involved, and how actors’ strategies and the resulting
outcomes contribute to the perpetuation or reshaping of social norms and hierarchies. How
“conflictive” (that is, open and even violent) conflicts were was a recurrent question, arising from
the feeling, often expressed by the students, that villages seemed rather quiet and devoid of
conflict, although interests might greatly diverge.

– Social biographies were built in order to test hypotheses on the relationships between political
and economic spheres which could have various differentiated forms of entrepreneurship and
social trajectories, especially where connections with the state were concerned. These
biographies were not conceived as reconstructions of individual lives, nor as reconstructions of
individuals’ careers: their usefulness lies in what they say about the historical roots and the
collective dimension of entrepreneurs’ logics (embedded in social networks and extended
families, matrimonial strategies), their economic and social diversification strategies, and their
interplay with other actors and institutions, and especially with state agencies2.

…with Farming System Research and Water Allocation Analysis

The sociological and economic issues that the qualitative techniques we have described so far allow
us to explore are narrowly interwoven with technical and agricultural dimensions, particularly as far as
irrigation is concerned. As Geert Diemer puts it (quoted in Ubels 1989: 199-200):

Several basic elements of the engineer’s design, such as the form and size of plots, the
concentration of irrigated fields, the lay-out of canals and the assumed water-distribution
system are in fact culturally determined constructs, reflecting a specific interpretation of
what irrigated agriculture is supposed to be and how the farming system should be
organised.

This raises methodological difficulties that Diemer & Huibers summarise as follows:

Social scientists are trained in analysis and usually shrink from making predictions, whereas
irrigation engineers are design-oriented and look for prescriptions and methods to tackle
practical problems. In addition, social scientists are rarely trained to question technical
paradigms. Consequently, they rarely question the received professional wisdom of their
engineering colleagues (1996: 6)3.

We therefore tried to get out of this trap by using the farming system research tool kit (agro-
ecological zoning and mapping, identification of the main production and cropping systems,
agricultural calendars) and by carefully describing the physical and social features of water distribution,
which is well summarised by Coward’s concept of irrigation development as a “process of creation of
hydraulic property” (quoted in Diemer & Huibers 1996: 4). In other words, the aim is to re-integrate
ecological and technical parameters as part of social and cultural analysis, as already proposed in the
1950s and 1960s by cultural ecology (see especially Geertz 1963, 1972 with regard to irrigation in Bali
and Marocco, as well as Tanabe’s fascinating study of the human ecology of Thailand rice cropping,
1994).

 
2 One contextual interest of such an anthropological approach applied to “modern” social situations (development
studies and policy analysis) is that, so far, they are basically lacking in the Vietnamese ethnological tradition (see Evans 1985 on
the history of the Vietnamese Communist anthropology).
3 In the same vein, they add further that “the academic context favours only the elaboration of knowledge of distribution
as a process between artefacts; plants, structures, canals, fields. It has discouraged forms of collaboration between irrigation
engineering and the type of qualitative social science that is required” (Diemer & Huibers 1996: 8; see also Ubels 1989: 185-186).
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The technical sequence from floating rice toward the double (or triple) cropping of irrigated high-
yield rice varieties (HYV) was investigated from the agricultural, economic and political points of view in
order to assess both the relative weights of these factors in the innovation logic and, above all, how
they combine with each other.

Scale and Units of Observation

The interplay between the physical and social features of water distribution schemes is made more
complex by the overlapping between various functional units reflecting the complex structuring of
‘local societies’: hamlets, administrative villages, districts and provinces, water management units,
networks of kin and friends, neighbourhood groups, cooperatives, and producers’ groups.

The scale issue must thus be taken into account if one wishes to understand what is really at stake
and how various social actors cope with everyday water politics. Among other things, this explains why
we chose cross-sections of neighbouring villages as the overall unit of analysis. Concretely, this also
means that we had to vary the scale and focus of observation, which entailed a permanent back-and-
forth between different physical, political and social units and levels. As Fredrik Barth rightly states, “scale
is a property of the context for encounters and events”, further adding that “asking questions about
scale should be a discovery procedure” (1978: 255-256).
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The Dynamics of Farming Systems
and Access to Land:

The Mekong Delta as an Agrarian
Frontier

When a thousand years of Chinese rule ended in 939 A.D., the Vietnamese occupied what is
today only one of the country’s three reions, the Red River delta – also called Tonkin, the northern
region, or most properly, Bac Bo. […] The vast Mekong River delta – the southern region, now
called Cochinchina, or Nam Bo – was an integral part of the Khmer empire. The Vietnamese
slowly inched their way through Annam into Cochinchina, opening new land to colonization and
encouraging migration from older areas. First came colonies of soldiers, then colonies of prisoners,
and finally offshoots of older, overpopulated villages. The march south reached Hue in 1307, and
by 1700 included all of Annam. Soon after, the Mekong region began to fall, but it was really not
until the nineteenth century that Cochinchina was part of Vietnam and the country acquired its
familiar shape of two rice-basket shaped deltas, Tonkin and Cochinchina, supported by a pole –
the long, thin coastal strip and mountains of Annam. (Popkin 1979: 85-86)

The south has always seemed to be something of a wild frontier to the Vietnamese and has long
been much less densely populated than the north. (Burling 1964: 98)

The agrarian and political history of the Mekong Delta, especially its western part called Mien Tay
and including both the Transbassac and the Cissbassac (see also Brocheux 1995: 122 et seq.), bears the
hallmark of this frontier quality, providing us with the overall framework encompassing the specific
histories and case studies used in our research. Three big canals were dug during the Nguyen dynasty
for military purposes in the first half of the 19th century. The Vinh Tre canal was built in 1817-1822 along
the present-day Cambodian border. It represented an important step in the colonisation of western
Cochinchina. Military settlements (don dien) and plantations were established in 1840s and 1850s
(Nguyen Van Sanh et al. 1998: 36-37, Brocheux 1995: 11-12, Popkin 1979: XVI). Nevertheless, “the
administratively chaotic situation in Mien Tay lasted well into the French colonial period” (Brocheux
1995. 12).

The characterisation of the western part of the Mekong Delta as both an agrarian and a political
frontier emerges from the history of settlement and in terms of social structuring (with special regard to
the absence of the “traditional” north Vietnamese corporate village), ethnic diversity and religious and
political movements. Hoa Hao Buddhism is currently undergoing a visible renewal in this area where it
has deep historical roots (see Popkin 1979: 170-182, and chap. 5; Nguyen Xuan Nghia & F. Houtard
1995).
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The second general characterisation of the region is related to the area’s hydrological and
ecological features4.

Prior to the French conquest, Mien Tay was the least populated region of the delta, with an
environment extremely hostile to agricultural production. Much of the land was submerged
under salt water for a good part of the year, subject to flooding by the Mekong, or
covered with thickly rooted mangrove forest. […] [T]he boundaries between water and
land are often indistinct. The osmosis between the two elements is such that the image
frequently recalled in descriptions in that of a sponge. […] The climate intervenes on the
side of water in the land-water dialectic of Mien Tay (Brocheux 1995: xvii, 3-4).

The main physical features of the Mekong Delta are (NEDECO-MDMP 1993: 10-13, Nguyen Van Sanh
et al. 1998: 18-30, Lienhard 2000, Molle 2000):

(1) A flat topography: The Mekong Delta is a low lying region formed through slow alluvial depositions.
There are only a few hills in Kien Giang and An Giang and the average topography of the delta is 2
metres above mean sea level.

(2) The Mekong Delta has a monsoon semi-equatorial climate with a mean temperature of
approximately 27°C. The temperature ranges between 23 and 25°C during the coolest months
(December to January), and between 32 and 33°C during the warmest month (April).

(3) The rainfall distribution ranges from 1,000 to 1,200 millimetres in the eastern part of the delta, 1,200 to
1,500 millimetres in the central part, and 2,000 to 2,500 millimetres in the western and south-western
part (mean annual rainfall: 1,600 mm). The rainy season lasts from April to October in the western
part of the delta, and from May to November in the rest.

(4) Unlike the Red River Delta, the flooding increases relatively slowly because Tonle Sap Lake in
Cambodia which acts as a buffer upstream. During the rainy season, the flood can reach more
than 4 meters for two to five months (the inundation begins in July or August, and can last until
November or December, and even January in poorly drained depression areas (NEDECO-MDMP
1993: 10-13).

(5) A high tidal effect “can be sensed up to the border with Cambodia. This allows the recent delta to
benefit from both high and low water levels, which enables both irrigation and drainage by gravity
in most instances. Pumping will help draining lower lands (if they are surrounded by dykes) and
irrigating upper areas. In the rainy season, however, the tidal amplitude is reduced and drainage
can be problematic” (Molle 2000: 9).

(6) There are widespread salinity and acidity constraints. “Acidification of canal water is a problem in
areas with large tracks of acid sulphate soils [the case in the area under study], especially from May
to July when the acids from the soil enter the canals via drainage of the early rains. The acidity of
the canal water limits its use for irrigation and drinking water”. As far as salinity is concerned, “the
affected zone is relatively small at the beginning of the irrigation season, but gradually irrigation
intake points become affected as net outflow from the delta decreases and salinity intrudes further
inland” (NEDECO-MDMP 1993: 12).

(7) Huge discharges render the regulation of flow by structures or diversion dams nearly unfeasible.
Nevertheless, current policy measures aim for full closure of the delta, notwithstanding the high cost
and dramatic side effects: “loss of fertile, river-borne sediment deposition, blocking flood plain
access for fish species and elimination of flood water’s role in acidity flushing and in preventing
acidity formation and increase of flood water levels in the unprotected areas upstream” (NEDECO-
MDMP 1994: viii).

In the face of this combination of features, farmers have historically developed different adaptive
strategies to deal with water, either using the flood (floating rice, often associated with a pre-monsoon

 
4 However, we will not go into the details of the bio-physical, hydrological and ecological description of the delta here
(see the package B and C research reports).
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field crop), avoiding it (pre-monsoon rain-fed rice, pre and post-monsoon HYV rice) or, most recently,
fully controlling it (triple cropping of HYV rice or one field crop and two HYV. By crossing these factors
(and ignoring the recent land development policy of delta closure and polderisation), Mien Tay in the
colonial and postcolonial times can be divided into three distinct zones according the hydraulic regime
(Brocheux 1995: 52):

– The first, located north of the Rach Soi-Bassac Canal, is an area where floating rice is cultivated.
Due to the low level of land, it is impossible to drain off stagnant standing water except in an
area extending a few kilometres on either side of the Mekong River and within a few hundred
meters of the canals. Every year, when the river swells and floods the region, rice is grown in the
standing areas rather than on land.

– The second zone is located south of the line stretching between Rach-gia and Bac-lieu. Here the
land is subject to tidal inundation.

– The third zone lies between the other two and is affected by both the sea and the rise and fall of
the Mekong. In this zone, the river washes away the toxic elements left by the tides and deposits
rich silt on the river banks. Rice is grown on land in this region, although the soil far from the river
retains alum and successful harvests depend on the rains.

Farming Systems and Settlement Dynamics in the Research Area

The research sites are located in Mien Tay, the western part of the Mekong Delta, in the Long Xuyen
quadrangle, a zone covering around 400,000 hectares dominated by acid sulphate soils. The annual
rainfall varies from 1,200 to 1,800 millimetres with a rainy season lasting from May to October, and a
gradient from the north-east to the south-west. The villages under study are located in An Giang
Province, Chau Phu District (communes of Vinh Thanh Trung, Thanh My Tay and Dao Huu Canh—
“Region 1” in the rest of the text), and Kien Giang Province, Hon Dat District (Nam Thai Son and Soc Son,
“Region 2”). They belong to the cross-section limited on the west by Tri Ton Canal and on the east by Ba
The Canal, going from the right bank of the Bassac to the Ha Tien-Rach Gia Canal along the Gulf of
Siam. The area is extremely flat and slopes towards the south-west with elevation falling from 1.2 metres
above sea level (+MSL) to 0.6 metres above sea level (+MSL) near Rach Gia. The main soil types are
acid sulphate clays (79% of the area) and alluvial clays (21%), the former originating from marine
deposits overlaid by fluvial deposits (NEDECO-MDMP 1994: 57). The area is thus characterised by
(NEDECO-MDMP 1994: viii):

– Major acidity and toxicity problems encountered in about 40% of the area. Acid leach water
during the early rains turns canal water in the central part of the area extremely acidic (pH<2) in
places. Acidity continues to affect surface water during most of July.

– High salinity levels are measured in the southern zone, but this was not of major concern in our
research sites.

– Extended flood periods: the flooding season lasts from August to December. Flooding enters the
area via the Bassac River and via overland flow from the Cambodian border. Some areas in the
northern zone experience floods lasting for 5 months. In the south, the flooding period is shorter:
2-3 months. Flood depth in normal years is 2.5 to 3 metres in the north-east, 1.5 to 2 metres in the
centre, and 0.6 to 1.5 metres in the southern zone. Considerable inter-annual variation can be
seen.

The region basically consists of three main agro-ecological sub-zones:

1. the levees along the river, with alluvial soil and limited flooding,

2. an intermediary alluvial zone (elevation 1 to 1.20 metres),

3. the deep water flood plain (more than 2 metres and 4 months of flooding) with acid sulphate
soils (elevation 0.5 to 1.0 metres).
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Most of the first settlements were military (or, for some, former military) settlements (don dien), the first
founded in Mien Tay in 1790 to defend Nguyen lords’ territories against the Khmer and Tay Son rebels
(Brocheux 1995: 12). The first areas settled were actually the levees along the Bassac (Vinh Thanh Trung
would have been founded in 18045) and the peripheral zones of the delta, i.e. the south coast along the
Gulf of Siam and the hills near the Cambodian border and in the region of Hon Dat and Ha Tien6. Fresh
water is available all along the year, alluvial soils are fertile and the floods are limited and short (less than
3 months). The farming system did not use any form of water control. It was based on rainfed rice
varieties, with a post-flood single transplanting system and the use of buffaloes to prepare the soil.
Medium maturing rice was employed where it was difficult to control water (Nguyen Van Sanh et al.
1998: 37-43, Huynh & Vandome 1993: 8-10), and the harvest took place between December (for early
varieties) and March (for the latest varieties) (Brocheux 1995: 57). The depressions were used by
buffaloes; the waterways and flooded areas were fished. Melaleuca trees were exploited for firewood
and building houses.

• Colonisation, Canal Excavation and Settlements (1920s-1940s)

The single-transplant rice cropping system was fairly labour intensive and the population density of
population was still extremely low at the turn of the 20th century. The colonisation of the area started, or
was accelerated, with the excavation of canals by the French colonial state. After a first phase of canal
excavation marked by strategic concerns—“the aim of taking possession of the land rather than
draining or irrigating it” (Brocheux 1995: 17)—a new policy was launched after 1900, financially
supported by the budget of the colony:

Both functions of the canals were prioritised: as a means of access to the area of
settlement, and (through the construction of drainage channels) as a mean of rendering
the land arable. In 1908, three principal canals were completed in Rach-gia, Bassac-Long
My, and Xa No. By 1930, linked to arroyos, they formed a closed checkerboard pattern
over the whole expanse of the West, excepting the terminal triangle of the peninsula. Also
in 1930, the Rach-gia-Ha-tien canal, begun in 1926, was opened. It was the last of these
large works to be completed before the onset of the Great Depression and, as it turned
out, the last to be constructed before the end of the colonial period. Measuring 81
kilometres in length and 3.5 meters in depth, it permitted the drainage of 220,000 hectares
(Brocheux 1995: 18).

By 1923, Mekong Delta rice exports helped Vietnam occupy about 23% of total world exports,
placing Vietnam in second position behind Burma, the world’s largest exporter (Dang Kim Son 1998: 82).
In the region under study, the primary canals (Tri Ton-Vin Tre, Ba The, Ha Tien-Rach Gia) and some
secondary canals were dug in the 1920s and 1930s as a result of a policy that was not concerned with
water control.

In its program of reconditioning existing canals and digging new ones, the French
administration concerned itself principally with opening Mien Tay to settlement and
increasing the production of export rice. Transportation was given higher priority than flood
control. Through several studies of the terrain were undertaken, and earlier ones consulted,
a good working knowledge of the hydraulic regime of Mien Tay was never achieved. As

 
5 According to Huynh & Vendome (1993: 8 et seq.), the first pioneers came only temporarily to fish and exploit the
Melaleuca woodlands, and agricultural activities would have begun in the second half of the 19th century along Long Xuyen-
Rach Gia Canal.
6 Pierre Brocheux notes that “aerial photographies revealed traces of an ancient hydraulic network, which allowed the
archeologists to speculate that during the second and third centuries Oc Eo [a village located near the hill of Nui Ba The] was
‘a gateway through which Indianization extended into the heartland of Cambodia’. […] Although settled to some extent since
at least the second century, Mien Tay struck the eighteenth-century Vietnamese settlers as a new land” (Brocheux 1995: 11), at
what eventually turned out to be the last stage of their “March to the South” or “Drang nach Süden” (Nam Tiem) due to the
French colonisation of Cochinchina (from 1867 onwards).
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late as 1947, one engineer concluded an article with the statement that the colonial
government had never formulated an effective water policy (Brocheux 1995: 52).

This policy mainly aimed at increasing rice production and export was parallel to the concession of
large estates to French, Vietnamese and Chinese entrepreneurs. After a rather long phase of hesitation,
preference was given  to the sale of large plots (over 50 hectares) to the highest bidder with Governor
General Sarraut’s Decree of 27 December 1913, and the following decrees issued in 1918, 1926, and
1928 (Brocheux 1995: 30-31; see also Netherlands Delta Development Team 1974: 29-38). However, the
colonial policy on landholding remained ambivalent by trying to deal with the diverging interests of the
administration and entrepreneurs:

The decisions taken between 1913 and 1928 swung back and forth between the
administration’s desire to maintain social stability (by encouraging small landowners) and
the colonists’ interest in obtaining gratuitous concessions of unlimited size. The authorities
by no means wished to abolish large concessions but the numerous problems of
determining their policies led to the desire to restrict them. […] The administration would
clearly delineate areas open to colonization and areas to be reserved for the indigenous
(Brocheux 1995: 31)7.

Big landowners often acted as absentee landowners renting land to ta dien (resident landowners
also practised this mode of farming). Independent smallholders also opened new land, sometimes
before the digging of canals by the French, and sometimes squatted plots of land. The competition
over access to land had become more and more conflictive in the 1920s and the Decree of 4 October
1928 prohibited the occupation or cultivation of domanial land without a provisional title of concession,
unless specifically authorised by the chief of the local administration, which left some room for
manoeuvre for various ad hoc arrangements. The decree reiterated the prohibition against free
occupation of canal borders with limited success (Brocheux 1995: 42-43). In our research area, the first
wave of settlement related to canal excavation took place in the 1930s and 1940s, and the farmers we
interviewed—whether independent smallholders or ta dien—obviously experienced different situations
as far as formal land tenure was concerned:

The grandparents of Mr C, vice-president of a cooperative in Vinh Thanh Trung, came from “the
other side of the river” and settled along the newly dug canal 7 in the late 1920s or early 1930s,
with the formal allowance from the French administration to open up 200 cong of land. At that
time, other Vietnamese landowners from other provinces came to this area to exploit surfaces
that never exceeded 20 to 30 hectares.

Born in a village located around 7 kilometres from Dao Huu Canh, Mr D. was 19 years old when
he arrived with his paternal uncle at the beginning of the 1930s. They cleared 100 cong of land
and obtained official authorisation from the administration only afterwards. This procedure was
possible only if one “possessed his ID-card”. They had to pay a yearly poll tax (capitation) which
gave access to the ID-card, and a land tax amounting to a third of the harvest value8. At that
time, the network of secondary canals was not very dense, and they got their first neighbours only
in the mid 1940s.

For Mr N., who was born in 1947 and whose parents arrived with his grandparents when the canal
Triton had just been finished, the settlement along canal 7 required no authorisation. They did not
have any buffalo or cattle and they could clear only 10 cong, which was more or less the
situation of neighbouring families. Actually, further questions showed they were ta dien of one of

 
7 Such political and administrative hesitations are typical of settlement colonies, as many works have shown in similar
situations, for instance the famous studies of Berman & Lonsdale (1992) on the British colonial state in Kenya.
8 This view is supported by Popkin: “The driving force [toward the commoditisation of the rural economy] in all areas of
Vietnam was the extremely heavy taxes, taking nearly 20 percent of the net production of smallholders, and sometimes as
much as 35 percent” (1979: 171).
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the local landowners to whom they had to pay an annual rent of 2 to 3 gia of rice for 10 cong. Mr
N. adds that landowners were all Vietnamese in the area, a few of whom had French citizenship,
and that only one of them could be considered to be a big landowner and (dis)regarded as
“very close to the colonial government”, possessing land in four neighbouring communes (Dao
Huu Canh, Thanh My Tay, O Long Vi, and Cao Dai)9.

Mr T., successful entrepreneur living a big house located in Nam Thai Son along the Triton canal,
was born in 1931. His grandparents would have received the right to open 200 cong in one plot
on the west bank of the canal, and he has kept the official title until now. However, they
declared a surface that was smaller than what they actually exploited in order to pay less land
taxes. According to him, neighbours having about the same surface under cultivation obtained
their official land registration also.

We do not know whether ta dien (indirect or tenant farming) or smallholders made up the majority10.
Nevertheless, the region remained sparsely populated in the 1940s, colonised by individual farmers and
groups of neighbours, kinsmen or friends, driven by economic and political reasons:

– farmers coming from the over-crowded banks of the Bassac or “forced from their old villages by
rapacious notables” (Popkin 1979: 180), following—sometimes preceding—the excavation of
canals; their settlement as small landowners is often either preceded by or ratified through a
formal land title;

– Hoa Hao Buddhists looking for free lands (Region 1; the former name of Thanh My Tay was Lang
Linh which means “the holly swamp”)11;

– ta dien “invited” by big or medium-sized landowners, seemingly all Vietnamese, although a few
of them were naturalised (ta dien, like the members of the first category, were often evicted
from their land by the expansion of large landowning in their native villages); and

– villagers from North Vietnam who settled on the French entrepreneur Bellot’s concession along Tri
Ton canal (Region 2); this case remains an exception, as it is the only hydraulic scheme
undertaken by a landowner. Bellot actually came “too late”—in the years 1941-44—and was
evicted by Japanese troops before he had time to exploit this land development area).

 
9 According to Samuel Popkin, “agrarian relations between the large landlords and their tenants were tense, and control
of tenants and the maintenance of a dependence relationship was part of the strategy of most great landlords. Opposing the
establishment of a government administration in the new areas of Cochinchina, they attempted as long as possible to run the
area as great estates in the grand feudal tradition. Often, for example, they paid all the head taxes for their tenants, then kept
the cards so that tenants would have difficulties to leave the estate. Although solving tenants preferred to do without
production loans or to obtain them not from the lord but from an independent source of credt, they were often forced to
borrow from the lord – and from no one else. The lords, finally, maintained client gangs for use when there were disputes
among tenants or between the tenant and the lord” (1979: 181; see also Brocheux 1971).
10 The inquiry carried out in 1929-30 by Y. Henry, the inspector general of agriculture gives the following figures for Mien Tay
provinces (quoted in Brocheux 1995: 47):

province landowners farming directly landowners renting out their land
Chau-doc 26,358 2,979
Bac-lieu 6,910 4,112
Long-xuen 8,540 6,227
Can tho 9,606 5,881
Soc-trang 12,478 6,851
Rach-gia 14,015 3,707

11 “The Hoa Hao religion was popular in the delta, especially in the provinces bordering the Mekong. The formal name of
the sect was Dao Xen. Hoa Hao was its popular appellation, commemorating the birthplace of the charismatic prophet Huynh
Phu So, the ‘Buddha Master of the Western Peace’, who headed the Buu Son Ky Hong movement. During the war, So became
involved with the Hoa Hao sect, which was moulded by the combined influences of messianism, the millenarianism of the
Maitreyan Buddhists, the secular preoccupations resulting from French domination, and the doctrines of Marxism. […] Its
influence was limited mainly to the provinces of Chau-doc, Can-tho, Long-xuen, and Bac-lieu” (Brocheux 1995: 189).
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The religious, political, and economic motivations for moving out are generally highly difficult to
disentangle within an overall context of extreme mobility. Samuel Popkin comments on this briefly and
aptly: “Thanks to French drainage projects, which more than quadrupled the amount of available land,
there was an easily accessible ‘exit’ option for the peasants throughout the colonial period” (Popkin
1979: 173).

It is noteworthy that informants never mentioned communal lands or land allocation bodies or
practices, which is fully consistent with Brocheux’s observation that “redistribution may have been less
prevalent in the West where the inhabitants were more mobile and consequently less attached to the
village nucleus” (1995: 45)12. Farmers practised a system based on the shifting cultivation of floating rice,
often combined with dry crops (mungbean, corn, sesame, watermelon, pumpkin)13 on the upper lands
and fishing, with occasional early use of water buffalo (seldom oxen) to prepare soils (more frequent in
Region 2 than in Region 1).

All this means that water control and allocation as communal land distribution was not an issue at
village level, which is a striking departure from the Red River configuration in this respect14. This system
was better suited to the local ecological conditions than was the pioneer single transplant system
because it used the relatively smooth and slow flooding and the relative availability of resources (land,
labour force, capital). In Region 2, the system was based on the development of buffalo livestock
thanks to land availability, which made animal ploughing15 and the extension of cultivated areas
possible, while direct broadcasting and weeding through the flood saved on labour, the scarcity of
which was the hallmark of Mien Tay at the time.

The origin and diffusion of this innovation is, however, not very well known. Floating rice seems to
have arrived in Chau Doc Province from Cambodia in the 1920s and spread rapidly in the deep-
flooded plain of the delta thanks to its well-suited features (Huynh & Vandome 1993: 11)16. Interestingly,
this successful diffusion process happened while the colonial administration was trying to improve rice
production by introducing new varieties (simultaneously with unsuccessful attempts at developing the
use of tractors). The success of floating rice diffusion shows that the reasons for later failures needed to
be sought somewhere other than in the laziness or “pre-logical mentality” of the Vietnamese farmer,
probably in their lack of control over the marketing channels monopolised by Chinese middlemen
(Brocheux 1995: 61, 65 et seq.). The logic of the expansion of rice production and exports in Mien Tay
was very much one of expansion, fitting the frontier nature of the western Mekong Delta well, and an
extraverted logic inherent to colonial enterprise17.

• The War, the Green Revolution, Strategic Hamlets, and Land Reforms (1940s-1960s)

Cochinchina was the area with the most antilandlord hostility and the most widespread demands
for ‘land to the tiller’. In much of the region in fact, the August Revolution of 1945 was a
widespread agrarian revolt during which land seizures were common.
(Popkin 1979: 231)

 
12 A survey conducted in 1931 shows 3% of communal land in the Mekong Delta (Buttinger (1967; quoted in Netherlands
Delta Development Team 1974: 29). In the 1960s, communal lands constituted only 4% of the cultivated areas (Netherlands
Delta Development Team 1974: 36).
13 Brocheux mentions maize as a dry crop in the West in the 1920s, “which was important in Chau-doc” (1995: 59).
14 See Popkin (1979: 172 et seq.) on distributive issues and resulting intra-elite conflicts.
15 Like floating rice, the plough is sometimes thought to be a Vietnamese borrowing from Cambodian farmers (Hickey
1964, quoted in Brocheux 1995: 55-57). However, we found no clues confirming this hypothesis.
16 Floating rice systems were also practised in the Chao Phraya Delta in Thailand. The convergence between both deltas
with regard to their respective histories of agrarian colonisation must be emphasised and should be more systematically
investigated (Hanks 1972, Kasetsart University 1996).
17 “In the 1920s, Mien Tay possessed a colonial economy in which the traditional sector of rice culture had been
integrated into the world capitalist economy. The decision-making centres, like the outlets, were located outside the colony.
Thus, it was subject to a considerable levy, operated jointly by interest groups of the colonial power (principally the banks),
foreign minorities, and few privileged nationals, most of whom Chinese, Indians, or large landowners” (Brocheux 1995: 170).
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In the 1940s, the south of Mien Tay (Region 2) became a Viet Minh stronghold and the landowners
left the entire area. Ta dien became de facto smallholders. Whether or not land was also redistributed
by the Communists in the area remains unclear. For one informant in Nam Tay Son, land was neither
distributed nor confiscated for there was too much land available and the land was of poor quality18.
Yet, a Khmer uprising in the area of the former Bellot’s farm is mentioned19. Fights occurred in the region,
involving Viet Minh who eventually defeated general Ba Cuth’s Hoa Hao troops and the French and
South Vietnamese armies, and people had to move away to escape the fighting as well as the taxes
that the different camps tried to levy.

Mr T. from Nam Tay Son explained that the front line crossed his village and that his parents,
relatively wealthy farmers, freely paid higher taxes in rice to the Viet Minh with whom relations
had been rather smoothly negotiated according to him.

According to Mr D., Dao Huu Canh was a sort of refuge thanks to its remoteness and relative
inaccessibility, especially for Hoa Hao adepts escaping the Viet Minh. Later on, in the 1950s, the
zone was relatively quiet although they had to “feed the Viet Cong” from time to time when they
happened to cross this area which was not fully under their control.

Another informant in Thanh My Tay remembers the 1940s as an era of permanent fighting
between the French, Viet Minh, Hoa Hao and Caodaists armies. His house was burnt down three
times during this period.

Later on, in the 1950s in Thanh My Tay, the Viet Minh would allegedly come at night to collect
taxes.

The availability of fallow land and the dominant shifting cultivation in Region 2 made it easier for
people to take an “exit-option” when needed (or simply move from one side of the front line to the
other). This was probably not as easy in Region 1, which was more densely populated and highly
disputed by the different fighting camps.

After the end of the First Indochina War and the partition of Vietnam in 1954, the South Vietnamese
regime of Ngo Dinh Ziem launched a land reform in October 1956 (Ordinance no. 57) limiting
landholding to 100 hectares (plus 15 hectares of ancestor worship land). Excess land was purchased by
the state for resale to tenants. In our research area, this operation had very limited impact—according
to all our informants—because landowners had left the region by 1945, or earlier in the case of the
French entrepreneur Bellot20. In Region 1, it could be suggested that the strong control by the Hoa Hao
movement prevented the Communists from implementing the reform.

Many farmers again resorted to the exit option when the Americans and South Vietnamese
implemented strategic hamlets in the 1960s21, significantly more in the south (Region 2) which was still

 
18 Prior to 1954, especially between 1949 and 1953, the redistribution of unoccupied land or land confiscated from French
landowners by the Viet Minh and their regional organisation, the UBK (Committee of Resistance and Administration of Nam Bo)
amounted to 564,547 hectares divided among 527,163 beneficiaries (Brocheux 1995: 204).
19 We were unable to determine whether this reflected a conflict over land access or the ethnic tensions between Khmers
and Vietnamese that Brocheux evokes for the year 1946 (1995: 197-198).
20 According to the Netherlands Delta Development Team (1974: 29), 680,000 hectares of land were expropriated through
the Ziem land reform, along the following distribution (communal lands were excluded):

French Owners Vietnamese Owners Total
Cultivated 130,000 ha 330,000 ha 460,000 ha
Uncultivated 100,000 ha 120,000 ha 220,000 ha
Total 230,000 ha 450,000 ha 680,000 ha

“Because of insecurity, distribution of expropriated land was hard to materialize and in 1962, only about 250,000 hectares had
been distributed to 115,000 tenants” (ibid.: 30), compared to the 565,000 hectares distributed between 1949 and 1953 by the
Communists to approximately 530,000 beneficiaries (Brocheux 1995: 204).
21 Several programmes were launched to speed up land distribution and re-cultivation of abandoned land. The
programme for the creation of “agrovilles” lasted only two years (1959-61), followed by “strategic hamlets” (1962-63) and
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weakly populated compared to villages located near the Bassac River. Others favoured small-scale
bribery and negotiated arrangements:

One informant in Nam Thai Son—the prosperous Mr T. –mentioned previously—paid 50 dong (to
be compared with the French poll tax  of 5 dong), to leave the strategic hamlet and return
home, promising to cut all the trees around his house in order to prove—at least symbolically—his
good faith.

Nightly sabotage and localised revolts supported by the Viet Minh and later (after 1954) the Viet
Cong—which were an intensification of the scale of “everyday forms of resistance” (Scott 1985)—also
occurred in Region 2. In parallel to the strategic hamlet policy, approximately 30 cong of land per
household was distributed around the newly-built villages. According to informants, this policy did not
work very much, despite the distribution of rice seed and the soil preparation done by tractor sent by
the South Vietnamese army. Many farmers apparently tried to avoid appearing too obviously as
belonging to one camp or the other. In Region 1 where this policy seems to have been implemented on
a larger scale (with the excavation of a new canal parallel to Triton Canal and the definition of a
housing area for people from neighbouring villages) people stayed in strategic hamlets until unification
although the programme itself ended by 1970. The situation there seems to have been less tense in the
1960s than it was in the south that was crossed by the front line (reversing the situation that had
prevailed in the 1940s and early 1950s).

From the beginning of the political, social and military troubles in 1941-43 until the 1960s, farming
systems did not change much as far as crops, inputs and production techniques were concerned.
Nevertheless, the recurrent situation of insecurity, and fluctuating military fronts and political alliances
had some influence on the cropping systems: woodland areas were burnt and there are indications
that agricultural practices were frequently disrupted, resulting in harvest losses and even food shortages.
Brocheux notes that between 1943 and 1945, 197,800 hectares of cultivated land were abandoned in
Mien Tay. He also mentions a 1951 report that estimated the amount of rice land lying fallow at 600,000
to 700,000 hectares (1995: 188). Secondly, the farmers we interviewed mentioned that many of them
adopted early maturing rice varieties (which were well-known, having been used previously to bridge
the gap between harvests, but had been replaced by the floating rice system (see above)) as a risk
avoidance strategy at that time in order to reduce the length of time needed to see a return on
investment. They did not even have time to practice the single transplanting that could have secured
higher yields.

However, attempts at intensifying agriculture were made. The first experiments in double cropping
irrigated rice were launched in the mid-1960s along the banks of the Bassac River, without digging any
new canals. Economic development and political control almost intrinsically form both faces of the
same coin (Cooper & Packard 1997). This is never as striking as in situations of colonial or civil war. In
South Vietnam, the Green Revolution’s technological package first accompanied the strategic hamlet
policy and, later, the Taiwanese-style land-to-the-tiller (LTTT) program that Thieu’s government launched
in 1970 (Law of 26 March 1970). Before 1970, two thirds of the rice land in the Mekong Delta was farmed
by tenants. The agricultural pattern for a tenant farmer was on the average to cultivate 2 hectares and
pay rent of about 35% of his crop (usually contract in writing or orally for one year). The LTTT programme
attempted to eliminate tenancy and establish a rural economy of small owner-operator farmers. Former
land reforms and the policies of the previous 20 years had already virtually eliminated the large
landowners. The present programme aimed to eliminate small landowners who did not cultivate their
land themselves. The programme consisted of the following measures (Netherlands Delta Development
Team 1974: 32-33):

1. Landowners could retain up to 15 hectares if they cultivated their land themselves or using wage
labour.

 
“new-life hamlets” (1964). The double purpose of development and security—or control is to bring together the tenants of
scattered and isolated hamlets (Netherlands Delta Development Team 1974: 32).
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2. All rice land and secondary crop land not directly farmed by its owner was expropriated as of
March 26, 1970. Landlords could therefore no longer collect rent or transfer land.

3. Landowners would be compensated at a rate of 2.5% of the value of the average yield.
4. Ownership of the land would be transferred to the applicant who had been cultivating the land

for the three previous years.
5. The beneficiaries would receive the land without payment, but would not be permitted to

transfer it for 15 years.

This reform that aimed to abolish the ta dien system had much more influence in the area than
Diem’s limited redistribution and, as far as land titles are concerned, its implications were still being felt
after the 1975 unification of the country (see below)22. Farmers owning 150 to 300 cong, who did not
consider themselves to be big landowners, tried to escape the reform by letting part of their land be
registered in the names of relatives who acted as straw men. Nevertheless, the reform brought about a
relative levelling of economic differentiation as far as land is concerned. According to an NDDT report
(1974: 35), the strongest opposition to the LTTT programme came from the deep-flooded area of the
western delta where the largest farms (5 to 15 hectares) were to be found after the reform.

However, other forms of intensification appeared there in the same period (high-yield rice varieties,
fertilisers and pesticides, new crops such as watermelon23, soy beans, white beans and hybrid corn,
limited motorization, and the first pumping units). In fact, and contrary to what happened in others
zones of the Mekong Delta24, the development of commercialised dry crops (especially watermelon,
combined with sweet potatoes in Region 2) using small-scale private pumping units (as early as the
1950s) and chemical fertilisers (from the mid-1960s) had more impact than irrigated rice. In Region 2
where larger tracts of land were available for grazing, they also developed rather big herds of buffalo
livestock, allegedly up to 50 head.

 
22 The Land Tenure Situation on the Eve of the LTTT Programme (Netherlands Delta Development Team 1974: 33-34):

Type of Land Country (1,000 ha) Delta (1,000 ha)
a. total arable land 2,700 2,200
b. owner operated 1,000 800
c. communal land 75 45
d. rented land (a-b-c) 1,625 1,385
e. expropriated (Ord. no. 57) 683 630
f. distribution before 1970 427 385
g. to be expropriated (c+d-e) 1,017 800

h. to be distributed (c+d-f) 1,273 1,045
f Only 250,000 hectares were distributed by 1966, the remaining 177,000 hectares were distributed between 1966 and
1970.
g and h Part of the land expropriated under Ordinance no. 57 (1956) was distributed to farmers who did not cultivate
these lands themselves. This part therefore had to be redistributed but is not included in g and h.

The LTTT programme also succeeded in the speedy distribution of formerly expropriated and communal land:
1970 1973

total arable area 2,200,000 ha 2,200,000 ha
owner operated 800,000 ha *1,800,000 ha
rented land including
communal land

1,000,000 ha -

abandoned arable land
including undeveloped land

> 400,000 ha < 400,000 ha

* 1,000,000 hectares owned by over 500,000 former tenants, 800, 000 hectares owned by over 100,000 former owner-
operators.
23 Whether or not watermelon was actually a new crop in the 1960s was not firmly established during the inquiry. Some
informants mention watermelon as part of the 1940s cropping system that combined floating rice and dry crops.
24 See for instance the Klebert & Marius-Gnanou 1996 case study carried out in the Rach Noch plain near Can Tho. They
assert that the 1967 Green Revolution’s technical package only became effective in 1970, along with land reform. In fact, they
further show that the improvement of the irrigation infrastructure and water control was decisive in the process.
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Mr C., currently one of the major hydraulic entrepreneurs in Region 1 (we will see him again later
in this report), settled in Thanh My Tay in 1946. He began to grow dry crops such as sesame,
maize, watermelons, mungbeans and pumpkins as early as the 1950s. He bred cattle in the early
1950s and buffaloes a few years later. He was able to buy a pump by 1964, working both as a
farmer selling a large share of his production from irrigated field crops, and rapidly as a private
irrigation entrepreneur.

Mr D. of Nam Tay Son sees the availability of land as the main advantage of his situation. It
allowed him to continue an extensive floating rice system combined with dry crops in function of
commercial opportunities, and buffalo breeding (up to 20 head) as a wealth storage method,
productive assets, and draft animals that he used as an entrepreneur on neighbouring farms. He
eventually sold his herd to buy a pump and supply farmers with irrigation services.

Before giving an explanatory framework of the transition from floating rice to double rice cropping in
the next section, we would like to  invoke, as a negative factor in the failure of the Green Revolution in
our research area before the 1980s, the absence of any improvements to the hydraulic schemes (with
the exception of a few small-scale peasants' initiatives) crucial in this deeply-flooded zone (the
improvements were made in the 1980s and 1990s). It is noteworthy that the deficiencies in the hydraulic
network not only hampered the development of irrigated rice but also the marketing of other crops. For
instance, one farmer remembers having pushed his sampan full of watermelons in an empty canal 12
near the end of the dry season more than once.

The following example of innovation (from Region 1) is both isolated as a pioneering case and
significant as far as these hypotheses are concerned.

Mr K, a farmer living close to the Bassac River in Vinh Thanh Trung, had bought his first tractor by
1958. Owning around 10 hectares, he lost 15 cong in a transaction during the Thieu land reform.
Part of his fields was located downstream of a sluice-gate built by the French. He thus decided to
develop the hydraulic scheme himself in order to irrigate his fields. By 1968, he was able to begin
the double rice cropping system on a surface of 24 cong. His nephew did the same on the
neighbouring 17 cong. The agricultural extension services, which used to work in close association
with the US agricultural extension program, supported their initiative by supplying him with
subsidised seeds, fertilisers and sprayers. After two unsuccessful cropping seasons, they spent time
in Long An where farmers had been already using this system for several years in order to learn
the right methods. Continuing the double cropping system, they met with the scepticism of their
neighbours with whom they were in conflict over water management and rights. Four years later,
faced with their success, the neighbours who used to grow floating rice and field crops (mainly
watermelon) adopted the model from 1972 onwards. Mr K., who owned two tractors and had
acquired 3 pumps (150 horsepower all together) with his nephew by 1968, began at that time to
supply his neighbours with irrigation and drainage services on a surface of approximately 30
hectares. We will take a further look at his social biography later on in relation to post-unification
developments.

These three examples, and others we collected, are indicative of economic strategies of
accumulation combining agricultural production and marketing with the development of
entrepreneurial activities in the domain of water supply and soil preparation. These patterns are
recurrent and we will encounter them again in the 1980s and 1990s. Let us add here that another
feature of the regional rural economy under Thieu was a rather active land market enhancing small-
and medium-sized land concentration as an inherent component of the strategies of accumulation we
encountered.
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The Logic of Innovation: A Case Study on Rice Cropping Intensification

The most dramatic transformation of regional agrarian landscapes and farming systems was the
transition from floating rice to irrigated rice. This trend appears to be an ideal expression of
modernisation theories, at least of the collectivist or communist variety, and thus would not seem to
require any complex explanation. This transition is progress and development, this transition is
modernisation per se. Nevertheless, discrepancies in adoption rhythm, elements of coercion, and the
diversity of local discourses on the story render this seeming inevitability highly questionable.

In reality, the dissemination of this innovation was in no way a smooth and linear process that could
be boiled down to one causal factor. Pascal Lienhard's study (Lienhard 2000: 73-87) carefully analyses
different factors that could explain why farmers switched to the new cropping system, and why they did
so slowly and so late over a period of 30 years. His main findings and interpretations are summarised
below. It is noteworthy that none of the following factors can be understood in isolation from each other
(let us also mention that an explanation must take into account how the cropping system functions
when combining floating rice with different field crops, and not simply compare two types of rice
cropping). The factors he cites are:

– the availability of the labour force,
– short-term financial benefits,
– long-term investments,
– risk-avoidance strategies,
– the impact of state planning and the regional agricultural policy, and
– the need for collective action for irrigated rice.

Before examining each of these factors in greater detail, a look at the main features of both
cropping systems will be useful.

Cropping Systems Based on Floating Rice

At the beginning of the rainy season, about one month before flooding, the soil is ploughed and rice
is sown with a density of 120 to 150 kilograms per hectare. One month is needed for the rice roots to
develop enough. The soil is then scratched in order to prevent the rice from being eaten by predators
(birds, rats, snails). Crops may be weeded (this is not systematic) before the water level reaches 50 to 80
centimetres. Neither fertilisers nor chemical treatments are usually applied during the cropping cycle
(which lasts 7 to 8 months). Rice flowers while the water level is falling. The harvest (1.5 to 2.5 tons per
hectare) is in January, under 0.8 to 1 metres of water and boats are used to collect the rice. More than
1 metre of rice straw remains on the field after the harvest. This biomass is either burnt to replenish  soil
mineral fertility or left in place to preserve soil moisture. Field crops are then usually grown. For
watermelon, seeds are sown 15 days after harvest directly onto the rice straw mulch. Small pumps may
be used to drain the remaining water off the plot. Holes are drilled with sowing sticks or by hand and 2
to 3 seeds are pushed down into each pod. Sowing density is about 10,000 to 12,000 seeds per hectare,
i.e. around 40 tin (the unit of measurement in use). Seeds are pre-germinated (12 hours in water and
then 24 hours of incubation). The crop cycle is about 70 days long, and irrigation takes place every 3 to
4 days. Weed pressure depends on the thickness of the mulch and manual weeding may be necessary.
About 400 kilograms of urea per hectare are added. The application of chemical treatments depends
on pest pressure. The production is sold by surface unit and price negotiations rely on rough assessments
of fruit quantity (number) and weight, and according to current market prices which are affected by a
high inter-annual variability (source: inquiries, see Lienhard 2000, Hauswirth & Lienhard 2000; also
Brocheux 1995, Bruseau & Kiem Dang Hoan 1994, Huynh & Vandome 1993, Nguyen Van Sanh et al.
1998).
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The Double Rice Cropping System

When the flood level has fallen to 80 centimetres (usually in December), manual weeding is done.
Land is not prepared before sowing. When the water level has fallen to 10 centimetres (naturally or
artificially by pumping), pre-germinated seeds (24 hours in water followed by 36 hours of incubation) are
broadcasted. The sowing density is about 300 kilograms per hectare. Rice density heterogeneity may be
reduced either 2 days after the sowing date (ASD) by transferring seeds within the plot, or 20 days ASD
by transplantation when rice puts out suckers. Extra labour may be hired depending on the amount of
work to be done. A herbicide is sprayed twice to prevent brown plant hopper. Pumping services cost
about 300 kilograms of rice per hectare and per cycle (prices are roughly the same for the first and
second cycles). One rice crop cycle lasts 90 to 95 days. Harvest is manual and occurs in February or
March in function of the previous flood level. Winter-spring rice yields reach 6 tons per hectare on
average. After harvesting, rice is transported to the houses where it is dried before storage. Rice straw is
then burnt and the land is ploughed once. Land can sometimes need to be levelled (but not
systematically). Plots are then watered and levelled again to prepare for sowing. The rain during the
summer-autumn rice cycle means higher pest pressure, extra costs for harvest, and difficulties drying
rice. The cropping itinerary is very similar to the winter-spring rice itinerary but yields are lower (4 to 5.5
tons per hectare).

• The Availability of the Labour Force

Floating rice, which is particularly well-suited to the flood conditions in the area, requires a low input
of labour. The labour supply is not a limiting factor here, which would explain the persistence of floating
rice cropping. Nevertheless, we must be prudent as far as this factor is concerned. In Region 2, the large
farms along the Triton canal that combine the extensive shifting cultivation of floating rice with more
intensive field crops, a livestock system (buffaloes), and entrepreneurial activities (soil preparation using
buffaloes and pumping) have to deal with a limited family labour force in relation to farm size and the
range of the activities.

Short-Term Financial Benefits

The financial return from the cropping system that combines floating rice and watermelon is two
times more than the return expected from double cropping irrigated rice. The following two tables give
rough margin assessments for both cropping systems.

Cost (VND/ha) Product (VND/ha)

Floating Rice

- Ploughing 222,000

- Seeds (7 bags of 20 kg/ha, 1 bag = 35,000 VND) 250,000

- Soil Harrowing 80,000

- Harvest (hired labour; 15 rice bags/ha) 550,000

1,022,000 3,500,000

Watermelon

- Seeds (40 tins/ha; 120,000 VND/tin) 4,800,000

- Fertilisation (90,000 VND/50 kg urea) 720,000

5,520,000 30,000,000 to 40,000,000

Totals 6,542,000 33,500,000 to 43,500,000

Margin 27,000,000 to 37,000,000
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It must be noted however that watermelon cannot be cultivated more than two or three years in a
row and must be replaced by other, less profitable, field crops (maize, beans) for more than 5 years to
avoid pest pressure. Furthermore, its sensitivity to acidity means that it cannot be grown everywhere in
the region because acid sulphate soils are widespread. Price fluctuations are also high, and the gross
product can vary from 20 million to more than 60 million VND per hectare.

Cost (VND/ha) Product (VND/ha)

Winter-Spring Rice

- First Weeding (household labour force)

- Seeds 530,000

- Transplanting (hired labour) 20,000

- Fertilisers (450,000 VND/ha urea, 360,000 VND/ha 16-16-8) 810,000

- Herbicide and Insecticide (products + hired labour) 110,000

- Pumping service 530,000

- Harvest (hired labour; 230 kg rice/ha) 400,000

- Threshing (150 kg/ha) 260,000

- Transport (80 kg/ha) 140,000

2,800,000 12,000,000

Summer-Autumn Rice

- Same Costs as for WS Rice 2,800,000

- Land Preparation (ploughing: 240,000 VND/ha; first planning:
1.4 million VND/ha; second planning: 80,000 VND/ha)

1,720,000

- Herbicide and Insecticide (added) 40,000

- Harvest (hired labour: rice lying down) 150,000

4,710,000 9,000,000

Totals 7,510,000 21,000,000

Margin - 13,500,000

These rough assessments notwithstanding, the financial gap between the two systems should not be
overestimated (especially with regard to inter-annual price variability, see below). Nevertheless, our
results converge with other estimates. Studies carried out in 1995-96 by the Can Tho Farming Systems
Centre in Chau Phu district (An Giang) shows a net profit with watermelon 2.5 times higher than with a
double HYV (Hybrid corn is also much more profitable than irrigated rice; Nguyen Van Sanh et al. 1998:
60). Dang Kim Son asserts that while floating rice was rapidly replaced by irrigated rice due to the
development of irrigation systems, multi-cropping models of cash crops and floating rice have
expanded from less than 10% of the floating rice area in 1975 to more than 80% (1998: 88-89). He
furthermore proposes an interesting typology of floating rice–based farming systems: (1) floating rice on
moderate acid-sulphate soils, with low water levels during flooding but long duration of inundation (this
system has completely disappeared); (2) floating rice on severe acid-sulphate soils with a high flood
levels and short inundation (the system has almost disappeared); (3) floating rice, follow by upland
crops on deeply flooded alluvial soils (concentrated in An Giang province); and (4) upland cropping
systems followed by floating rice on deeply flooded alluvial or slightly acid sulphate soils (the system
exists on the small scale in Can Tho and Kien Giang Provinces) (Dang Kim Son 1998: 89). In An Giang
Province, floating rice surfaces decreased from about 150,000 hectares in 1976 to less than 35,000 in
1994, while irrigated rice grew from less than 35,000 to more than 175,000 hectares over the same period
(DANIDA 1994). Floating rice had disappeared from the area we studied by 2000.
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Long-Term Investments

The individual and collective costs of investments for the implementation of irrigated rice (canal
digging, land preparation) increase the difference in favour of the floating rice–based system.

– Land levelling (first year): individual investment, 1.5 million VND per hectare
– Purchase of irrigation and drainage tubes: individual investment, 1 million VND for 2 tubes
– Canal dredging, dike building: collective investment, 0.7 million VND per hectare

Risk-Avoidance Strategy

The returns generated by upland crops such as watermelon and white pea are high but fluctuate
strongly, especially due to flooding and insects, and prices, the variability of which is high whereas rice
prices are state regulated (threshold price). Irrigated rice represents a form of security in this respect and
irrigated rice was often adopted after disastrous floods (1978 in Vinh Thanh Trung, 1994 in Dao Huu
Canh). The 1994 and 1996 floods destroyed the entire floating rice harvest. The 1998 flood, though not
as devastating, rose too fast to allow rice to develop properly. It is interesting to note that landowners
take this factor into account when renting out land and tenant farmers tend to prefer the most secure
solution.

Risk reduction strategies can take other forms when other factors of insecurity, such as new state
policy measures, intervene. For instance, several farmers de-localised their watermelon production from
Thanh My Tay to nearby villages where straw is available for mulching and land rents are lower: the
payment of rents allow farmers to obtain access to land where the degree of coercion exerted by state
agencies is lower, and thus continue planting field crops judged to be more profitable. This means by
the way that a risk avoidance strategy is fully compatible with market-oriented orientation and in no
way synonymous of subsistence-oriented agriculture, as a basic interpretation of Scott’s moral economy
(1976) could lead one to suppose25.

The Impact of State Planning and the Regional Agricultural Policy

“Why did you switch to double rice cropping? Because the village people’s committee wanted
to….”. Assessing the impact of public policies at the different levels is tricky. Production programmes are
officially designed at the province level, adapted by the districts, and implemented by village people's
committees, with strong support from farmers' unions. For instance, An Giang province supported
irrigated rice very late, in 1998, after promoting dry crops such as red corn in the 1990s. This led to some
inconsistencies in state policy and conflicts with farmers:

In 1992, the An Giang Province people’s committee signed an export contract for high yield corn
varieties (red corn) with a Thai company, AFIEX: AFIEX would provide farmers with hybrid seeds
(39,000 VND per kilogram) and buy the harvest at a pre-determined price that was safe but
sometimes below the market price at harvest time (700-800 VND per kilogram). According to the
district planning services, the two primary canals and canals 8, 9, 11, 14, and 15 were officially
dredged and widened in order to facilitate the development of this new crop in the floating rice
area. Not only maize but also new watermelon varieties (without any state support) would rapidly
replace sesame and mungbeans in Dao Huu Canh, and later in Thanh My Tay (1995-96). In 1993,
the yields were very good (1 ton per cong, or around 8 tons per hectare) and many farmers
planted maize the following year. The 1994 harvest was very poor (450 kilograms per cong) and
farmers accused AFIEX of supplying them with poor-quality seeds. This lead several farmers to sell
(part of) their land. Others switched to double rice cropping by 1995, going against state policy
orientations despite the risk of sanctions., Sanctions were imposed and it was among this

 
25 Here, we fully agree with Brocheux’s statement that “though a ‘moral economy’ certainly existed, solidarity was all but
obliterated by acquisitiveness, if not greed, and the drive to maximise income” (1995: 211). As is the case for many
controversies in the social sciences, the political vs. moral economy controversy has to be empirically resolved and
theoretically revisited (Scott 1976, Popkin 1979, Brocheux 1983, Evans 1995).
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category of farmers that Lienhard and Hauswirth collected most of their cases of fines,
confiscation and arrests.

Actually, in cases of non respect of policy measures, local authorities have resorted to various forms
of sanctions (fines, seizure of equipment or land, arrest), incentives (training, meetings), and procedures
which are difficult to classify as they fall between incentives and coercion—“coercive incentives” is
perhaps the best description—such as written commitments whereby farmers declared that they would
follow agricultural extension directives. When it comes to sanctions, not all the sanctions farmers
reported were actually enforced. Cases of pump confiscation, fines (up to 500,000 VND) and
convocation to the village people’s committee were recorded but land confiscation (for the benefit of
landless farmers) and short-term detention were mentioned but we did interview anyone directly
concerned. This topic turned out to be rather difficult to investigate and a great deal of confusion
between facts and rumours prevailed. Here, one must note that rumours are not at all merely “false”
statements. Rather, they are social realities to be explored and analysed for what that they reveal
about information dissemination and relationships between the state and farmers.

The impression that the farmers who had been informed of the meetings beforehand had of the
extension meetings was that they were mere tools to present decisions that had already been made,
were to be implemented as soon as possible, and were in no way open to discussion of production
alternatives. The farmers never received convincing explanations for why they should give up field
crops. It seems, however, that the 1976 district production plan (objectives for the year 2000) was partly
revised in 1996 on the basis of farmers’ demands (probably conveyed by the Farmers' Union) for a
switch to double rice cropping. The new production plan was defined at province level and a new
wave of canal excavation and dredging, consistent with these objectives, was launched in 1997-2000:

– from the Bassac River to Canal 7: the objective for 2000 was 3 crops (triple rice cropping or
double rice + a field crop) instead of 2 rice crops, and

– from Canal 7 to Ranh Canal: the objective for 2000 was double rice cropping instead of floating
rice + 1 field crop.

Another way of influencing farmers was access to credit. In 1990, the Vietnamese Bank for
Agriculture (VBA) was created and the Vietnamese Bank for the Poor (VBP) was created in 1995 (Wolz
1997). Individual access to credit depended on participation in a credit group organised under the
aegis of the Farmers’ Union. Credit groups needed to be focused on a specific activity, and, with the
VBA, they needed to form a group and the loans they obtained needed to be invested in collective
activities. In any case, they needed the approval of the Farmers’ Union, which meant that they had to
comply with provincial policy objectives.

In Nam Thai Son, the authorities warned farmers that their lands would be confiscated if they were
left fallow for three years (which corresponded to the shifting system farmers had adopted in the area
because of soil acidity and political insecurity). This policy was closely linked in the 1990s with the
organisation of the migration of landless farmers from overcrowded districts to “wild lands”. Moreover,
the population remained highly mobile in Kien Giang Province and in-and-out regional migrations
frequently occurred due to differentials in economic opportunities. The following example illustrates
policy inflexion at the local level:

In the same area (the nearby village of Xa My Thuan located on “uplands”), farmers developed
a highly commercialised production system based on dry crops (watermelon, sweet potato)
irrigated by private pumping units in the 1960s. They often had to buy the rice they need for their
subsistence from neighbours. After this phase of accumulation, they switched from irrigated field
crops to floating rice within obligatory production groups in 1978-80, then back to field crops in
the 1980s, and finally to double rice cropping in the 1990s.

The other side of state-led economic policy concerns, of course, land development and hydraulic
schemes. One can see a strong correlation between these measures and the spread of double rice
cropping. This correlation must not be overstated, however, as the cases of pioneering adoption,
conflicts with local authorities, and alternative strategies clearly show (see below). Another question
would be, as Pascal Lienhard puts it (2000: 62-63), to assess whether irrigation network improvement
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aims directly at developing double HYV cropping or, rather, functions the other way around, with
double rice cropping sometimes being presented by state actors as the best way to exploit hydraulic
schemes built according to a different, unspecified logic. The latter proposal is of course rather
provocative, but it helps underscore the fact that the different components of a development policy
are not systematically conceived of and implemented in a fully consistent and systemic manner and
that implicit political objectives unavoidably interfere with explicit development strategies. We will
analyse these central aspects in detail in the next section. Let us merely mention here that the years
1978-82 made up the first post-1930s period of large-scale canal excavation (to be completed in the
following decades). Nevertheless, although these hydraulic schemes constitute the physical framework
for the extension of irrigated rice, they do not tell, by themselves, in isolation, the full story of the
innovation. Thus, we now have to assess how far they limit the dynamic of change by imposing
collective action and collective rule.

The Need for Collective Action for Irrigated Rice

“Everybody is doing it, I have to do it too…”. When the process of switching to irrigated rice has been
launched, it is difficult to continue the floating rice upland crop system, in particular because of the
incompatibility of the pesticides used and time and water management constraints (rice harvests must
be grouped in order to avoid rats attacks). Herbicides sprayed on rice can damage field crops located
sometimes quite far away (also, watermelon’s incompatibility with rice herbicides also concerns
coupling with floating rice):

Farmers from Canals 7-9 (Region 1) reported the losses that occurred on squash and
watermelon due to the spraying of irrigated rice by farmers from Canals 11 to 13 as the
winds on the cross-section are oriented west-east, coming from the Gulf of Thailand.
(NEDECO-MDMP 1994, annex 3).

Differentiated resistance to water access has a similar influence. Even when plots have their own
irrigation and drainage canals and are surrounded by small dikes—thus theoretically being autonomous
as far as water management is concerned—water still flows down from the uplands to the lowlands.
Thus, farmers located in the lower areas cannot easily continue growing field crops once the
surrounding upper fields have switched to irrigated rice.

When one observes things from the point of view of irrigated rice, the arguments in favour of
collective action or at least coordination can be presented as follows:

– Pest Pressure: Inside a specific water unit, sowing dates and rice crop cycles are quite
homogenous. Any time lag between plot in harvest results in a higher pest pressure (especially
rats) for the late-harvested plots. A farmer testing triple rice cropping was thus confronted with
high rates of damages (30% to 50% of his harvest). The problem is similar for perfumed rice (which
concerns only 5% to 10% of the cross-section in Region 1); their cycles are longer (100 to 110 days
instead of 90-95) and the flowers that draw insects smell stronger.

– Cropping and Water Calendar: The double rice cropping system rests upon the principle of
avoiding the flood, and assumes a possibility of achieving two cropping cycles between floods.
This drastically limits the flexibility of the cropping system, which explains why some farmers would
like to test 85-day varieties to reduce this factor of insecurity even though they fear the side-
effects of experimenting such varieties in isolation from their neighbours. These strong constraints
encourage neighbourhood agreements on the timing of irrigation and drainage. Thus, farmers
have to schedule field operations according to the availability of pumping units.

However, the need for collective action in water management is not as strong as one could suppose
because farmers mostly irrigate individually (Thanh My Tay and Dao Huu Canh). The farmers who are
dependent when it comes to irrigation are therefore those who do not have a pumping unit and those
whose fields are located in the lowest areas. Collective action is actually more easily structured around
drainage than irrigation. Furthermore, collective agreements are not as frequent as one could suppose
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and they generally concern small groups of neighbours (for instance 3 to 8 hectares and 2 to 8 farmers
in 60% of cases, according to the Thanh My Tay tax department).

Innovation and Economic Differentiation

The micro-topography, unequal access to resources, agricultural requirements, economic rationales
(in terms of short-term returns and investment and risk-avoidance strategies) and policy orientations
have been contributing to the adoption process for the double cropping of irrigated rice, which was
revealed to be locally differentiated. It is significant in this respect that, in all cases, the widespread
adoption of irrigated rice has always been preceded by early adopters or pioneers: in 1968 in Vinh
Thanh Trung, 1987 in Nam Thay Son, and 1991 in Dao Huu Canh. Their social and economic features
have not been explored fully enough to correctly assess the possible link between innovativeness and
social position. More generally, the cognitive aspects of the diffusion of innovations as well as the local
networking strategies were outside the scope of the inquiry26. Nevertheless, cases of innovators like the
ones described above provide some clues. In this respect, the conflicts that arose between local
authorities and innovators, and the various escape strategies possible in order to anticipate these
conflicts are also significant of farmers’ innovative ways of dealing with the dialectic of change and
constraint. In so doing, they combine commercial orientations with a tactical sense of risk management.
However, not all farmers have the same resources at their disposal to implement their strategies, and
thus adjust their strategies to their resources.

One consequence of this is that, beyond the current apparent uniformity of double rice cropping,
one can observe an on-going economic differentiation between farmers. This process derives from the
long-term history of settlement, agrarian development, and state policies detailed in the next section.
This process of differentiation takes the form of land concentration (15 to 30 hectares in Nam Thai Son,
up to 10 hectares in Dao Huu Canh and Thai My Thai) and the accumulation of production means
(tractors, threshing machines, pumps). We can also observe the renewed development of unequal
relationships between categories of farmers, the largest farmers acting as entrepreneurs and
moneylenders, some of them eventually giving up agricultural activities and opting for economic
specialisation as irrigation or soil preparation entrepreneurs. These phenomena are particularly obvious
in Nam Thai Son where the different waves of settlement often correspond to differentiated access to
resources and especially land and water supply units. All these elements will now be linked through an
analysis of development, and land and water policy in which these processes are embedded and that
they have contributed to reshape according to the local context. These policies act both as
constraining and enabling factors for individual strategies of accumulation and risk management, and
their consequences are often at odds with the official objectives underlying their definition and
implementation.

 
26 However, we will present interpretations of the decision-making process in everyday water management in the next
section. These interpretations could for a working hypothesis on innovation to be tested.
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The Transformations in Land, Water,
Cooperative, and Settlement

Policies

In the previous section, we sketched the dynamics of farming systems in relation to the major
elements of the  political history of the Mekong Delta. We will now focus on the transformation of public
policies in the area, especially in the fields of settlement, land development, cooperatives, and water
management. In order to organise our analyse, one solution—somewhat technology-centred or even
orthodox Marxian—would be to structure it around evolutions in hydraulic schemes that are therefore
seen as the main drive behind economic and social change. In our research area, canals were dug in
three phases:

(1) 1920s-1930s: first digging by the colonial state;

(2) 1978-1982: main digging after unification;

(3) 1985-1993 (1985-1990 for Vinh Thanh Trung, 1991-93 for Dao Huu Canh and Thanh My Tay, 1989-1993
for Nam Thai Son, 1994-2000 for Soc Song): renovation and widening. In Region 1, the construction
of big dikes and large polders was initiated in 1997 and scheduled for completion in 2000 or 2001.
This third phase is closely linked to the transition to double cropping of irrigated rice, and the final
evolution which aims for complete water control (if such a thing were even possible, and desirable)
would make a triple cropping system27 possible.

As Grant Evans (critically) puts it in his study on state-peasant relations in Laos (1995: 174):

The development of irrigation projects has been used as a lever to pressure peasants into
joining producer cooperatives. It has been argued by the government that, first, because it
provides the farmers with the irrigation system, they therefore have an obligation to
conform to the government’s policy on cooperatives; second, that the peasants should
then sell their second crop to the state because it has provided them with the means to
produce a second crop; and third, cooperatives are necessary to manage large-scale
irrigation schemes. Few people who are familiar with the complexities of irrigation systems
would dispute this last point, inasmuch as some form of villagewide or supravillage
cooperative organization is needed to manage an irrigation system. It does not, however,
necessarily imply a full-fledged producers’ cooperative. On the contrary, the promotion of
irrigation projects would appear to be one instance in the which the new regime could
build on traditional forms of cooperation (1995: 174; our emphasis).

Although no “traditional forms of cooperation” in water management existed in the Mekong Delta
(as discussed above; see also Popkin 1979)—to say nothing about the inappropriateness of the word
“traditional”—we must here retain the non-necessary nature of the link between the different factors of
change, despite communist rhetoric on the development of productive forces aiming to reach a higher
level of wealth and equity. Development is not only a matter of technological improvement and
economic growth but also of state-building processes and political control (Ferguson 1994). In this

 
27 It is noteworthy that the NEDECO-MDMP report for the Mekong master plan remains extremely cautious vis-à-vis the
triple rice cropping option and a policy of complete control over water flows for the Ba The-Tri Ton area (NEDECO-MDMP 1994).
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respect, one must not forget that development as a political and economic project is an off-set of
former colonisation, and not of a third-worldist stream (Cooper 1997). Hence, in order to deal with this
“non systemic reality”, we will first present the evolutions in land tenure, water management, settlement
schemes, and organisational forms (cooperatives, producers’ groups, state farms) chronologically,
which will make it possible to analyse the situation in terms of the (lack of) interplay between these
domains. This will also shed light on discrepancies between national political turning points (and
discourses) and local changes and continuities (a comparative table gives the main changes in both
regions studied). For the sake of clarity, we will structure this analyse around the following chronology
which aims to synthesise the different parameters of change:

(1) 1945-1975. Land reform, political control, and the first modernising attempts.

(2) 1976-1982. Coping with unification: digging and limited land re-allocation.

(3) 1980/82-1986. Land reform and short-lived cooperativisation.

(4) 1986-1993. The decay of cooperatives and informal liberalisation.

(5) 1990/91-1997/98. Liberalisation under local state control, large hydraulic schemes, and new forms of
differentiation.

(6) 1997/98-2000. New cooperatives, new economic differentiation, and the end of floating rice.

The discrepancies between Regions 1 and 2 should not be allowed to mask the overall convergence
in their respective histories. We have already shed light on some factors that produced these
differences (see above). Hence, the following table aims to present a comparative timeline for the two
areas under study in relation to the major turning points in national policies.
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Land Access, Settlement and Organisational Forms

Region 1 (Chau Phu district) Region 2 (Hon Dat district)

Late French
Colonisation (1920s-
1940s)

1930s: spontaneous migrations along the new
canals

1930s: spontaneous migrations along the new
canals

1941-45: French hydraulic scheme (Bellot farm)
with the settlement of North Vietnamese families

1st Vietnam war
(1945-54)

1945: Viet Minh land reform

South Vietnam
Regimes & 2nd War
(1954-1975)

1961-62: strategic hamlet policy

1968: Green Revolution package

1970: land-to-the-tiller program

1954: settlement of North Vietnamese refugees

1961-62: strategic hamlet policy

1970: land-to-the-tiller program

Unification (1975-
1988)

1981: Contract 100

1976-79: expropriation & redistribution of land
(non systematic), return of former soldiers and
settlement of former North Vietnamese soldiers

1978-1982: small production groups (3 to 5
households) in Vinh Thanh Trung

1982-1985: integral cooperativisation with land
redistribution

1985-90: state farm in the neighbouring
commune of O Long Vi, entailing the settlement
of expropriated farmers in the region

1976: settlement of North Vietnamese on a
cooperative, creation of “new economic zones”
open to local farmers and outsiders, out-migration
of richer farmers to Tan Hiep District

1977-1989: 2 or 3 state farms

1980 or 1982-1986: partial cooperativisation with
land redistribution

1980s (perhaps even in the late 1970s): spon-
taneous out- and in-migration at regional level

1985-86: informal land tenure agreements

Doi Moi Policy
(1986)-

1988: Decree 10

1993: Land Law

1997: Cooperative
Law

1986: aggregation of cooperatives into large units

1986-89: informal dismantling of the cooperatives

1991: new production groups organised under
the aegis of the farmers’ union around access to
credit

1995: water users’ groups

1997: dike and polder policy of complete control
of water (and housing)

1998: first new cooperative

2000: completion of the dikes

1986-89: informal dismantling of the cooperatives

1991: organised migration of landless farmers at
province level, settlement in “new economic zones”

1991: renting of a forest and “fallow” area to a
Taiwanese forestry company, with partial
expropriation of farmers

1992-93: partial re-allocation of land around the
newly-dug canals

1995: return of migrants and land conflicts

1997-98: transition to double rice cropping
complete

1999: first new cooperative (Soc Son) founded by
migrants (neighbouring commune)

1999-2000: planning of a diking policy south of
Rach Gia-Ha Tin road (partly as a consequence of
An Giang province schemes)



The Local Politics of Land and Water: Case Studies from the Mekong Delta

Gret - collection Études et travaux - Série en ligne n° 4 31

Land Reform, Political Control, and the First Modernising Attempts (1945-
1975)

There has been a strong element of continuity in land tenure issues from the 1945 Viet Minh land
reform onwards in Kien Giang Province. Region 1 remained outside the sphere of communist influence
at that time, but all big landowners had fled in the late 1940s and 1950s. Therefore, both regions share
the fact that the 1956 Ziem reform had very limited—if not no—impact.

Beyond all rhetorical devices emphasising so-called political ruptures, it is noteworthy that the
implementation of the 1970 Thieu program took into account the possession of French or Viet Minh
titles28, and that the post-unification regime did so as well in its first attempts at redistributing land in the
second half of the 1970s. These empirical observations that are close to Brocheux’s interpretations:

[…] [I]n a way, radical (communist) and moderate (Taiwanese-style) agrarian reformers
joined to accomplish the true Revolution in the countryside of Nam Bo by suppressing the
absentee and rentier landholders and promoting technological change – the so-called
Green Revolution – in the delta (1995: 211).

In the case of both the Viet Minh and Thieu regimes as well as with the strategic hamlet policy, the
interlocking of modernisation objectives and political control is also quite clear, as we saw above. The
Green Revolution’s technological package was part and parcel of the American and then South
Vietnamese fight against the Viet Cong and their North Vietnamese allies. In this respect, it is significant,
however, to observe that what was missing in the package were the canals, assumed later on, after
unification, to be necessary and the main vector of irrigated HYV rice—and hence of the Green
Revolution itself as a full-fledged development programme. This missing element may be interpreted as
a side-effect of a recurrent war situation (see also Le Coq et al. 1997: 37), rather than as an intrinsic
“failure” of the Green Revolution: had the South Vietnamese regimes had the capacity to achieve
these hydraulic works, they would not have been able to maintain their control over them.

Significantly the two only cases of canal excavations we discovered for this period were (1)
connected to the strategic hamlet policy, without any developmental purpose (Region 1), and
(2) fought against by a population that destroyed boats, tools and works (Region 2).

As mentioned above, the period bears the hallmark of the frontier quality of the western part of the
Mekong Delta. One factor is the extreme individual mobility, in contrast with forms of planned
settlement of which we have only two cases: first, the migration of more than  1,500 families from North
Vietnam that the Frenchman Bellot is said to have organised in the early 1940s. This figure may be
overstated, but it is a fact that, after the Japanese arrested Bellot, families of northerners stayed as
smallholders where someone had allowed them to come as ta dien. The second case supposedly took
place in the 1950s under Diem’s regime but we were unable to determine whether it was a planned
migration or the result of the departure of families from North Vietnam after the 1954 Geneva
agreements.

 
28 The Viet Minh had also acted in a rather pragmatic way in Cochinchina, taking a kind of trial-and-error approach, as
Popkin notes: “In some areas, the Viet Minh tried to manage all confiscated land as communal land, allocated by the village
Viet Minh committee. This was a decidedly unpopular measure among the peasantry – and the Viet Minh quickly reverted to a
policy of allotting confiscated lands to their supporters without placing any limits on the allocation” (1979: 240).
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Coping with Unification: Digging Canals and Limited Re-Allocation
of Land (1976-1982)

These initial years of unification saw a certain distrust arise between the northern communist party
and government and the southern Viet Cong interior resistance, resulting in misunderstandings and
authoritarian tendencies on the northern side29. Furthermore, we could apply to our situation Grant
Evans’ interpretation of Laos after the 1975 Pathet Lao victory in which he basically reports the views of
the Communist Party’s General Secretary, Kaysone Phomvihane, on the new regime’s strategy:

The Lao communist state was precariously seated on top of a relatively autonomous
natural economy. The process of integration of state and society, as Kaysone set it out,
entailed building down by establishing the provincial level as ‘an all-round and complete
strategic centre’ that would concentrate on building an integrated provincial economy
and government; and building up from the villages, integrating them into the national
economy through the formation of cooperatives (1995: 51).

If the Mien Tay economy was in no way an “autonomous natural economy” but, on the contrary, an
economy that had been integrated in the world economy for more than a century, the issue of state
anchoring, or more specifically, of the penetration of the northern regime in the southern countryside, is
central. We will examine the cooperative policy as a tool for state-building later. Let us begin with the
hydraulic function taken over by the regime in the Mekong Delta after more than 30 years without any
new hydraulic schemes in the area.

• Hydraulic State and Participatory Digging

Canal excavation was the new regime’s main task in the area. The irrigation network design and
time schedule were defined by state hydraulic services at province and then district levels. They were
implemented by the village people’s committees. The networks were designed as homogenous units
with a primary canal perpendicular to the river every 5 kilometres and secondary canals perpendicular
to the primary canals every 1.5 to 2 kilometres. Almost all the secondary canals in the cross-section of
the region were dug at that time and Vinh Thanh Trung and Thanh My Tay were administratively
separated along the boundaries formed by the newly-built hydraulic network (the same thing was to
happen once more in 1984 between Thanh My Tay and Dao Huu Canh).

The population was mobilised through a mandatory labour requirement implemented by the state
from 1977. Theoretically, each man between 18 and 45 years old and each woman between 18 and 30
years old had to contribute 30 days’ labour to the collective works every year and was supposed to dig
2 cubic metres per day, that is 60 cubic metres per year. The real participation of people we
interviewed was lower and diverse. They all stated that this measure did not last more than 5 years and
that work was mainly done in their own or nearby villages, never outside the district.

Completing this policy of huge hydraulic works, the first electric pumping station was created by
1978 in Vinh Thanh Trung on the Triton canal, potentially irrigating 600 hectares. The station, managed by
an officer appointed by the state hydraulic company, was officially created to make the switch to
double rice cropping easier and quicker. A few private pumps were requisitioned in the same village.
More generally, villagers have bad memories of the years 1978-1980 as these years bore the mark of
disastrous flooding, food shortages, and the black market as survival strategy.

 
29 Brocheux does a good job summarising their historical and cultural roots from the southern point of view, a topic which
is obviously outside the scope of our studies despite its concrete implications for state policies: “The paradox of Nam Bo lies in
its blend of individualistic, unorthodox tendencies and the ties that bind it to the ‘land of the ancestors’ (To Quoc). The latter
notion, the sense of belonging to a larger community forged over time, has functioned to keep the inhabitants of Nam Bo part
of the nation of Vietnam. But the motivation has been less nationalism than patriotism, less rational conceptualisation than
emotion” (1995: 210).
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• Expropriation, Redistribution, Settlement, Collectivisation: Local Heterogeneity

The period was also characterised by a land seizure and redistribution process and the settlement of
landless farmers and former soldiers under the aegis of the village people's committees. The official rule
of complete land requisition under the 1976 First Five-Year Development Plan (each household was left
2 cong per adult member, 1 cong per child and elder, and each landless farmer was to get 1.5 cong)
was not systematically implemented and the heterogeneity within the land and collectivisation policy
was high, the reality being very far—at least when “seen from below”—from general statements about
the “collectivised production system from 1976 to 1981” (Nguyen Van Sanh 1998: 47) and its eventual
failure, without of course contesting the fact that the “the growth in aggregate rice output was at its
lowest level during the 1976-1981 period”; ibid.).

The landowners could negotiate which fields they were allowed to keep, not all the villagers were
affected by the land requisitions and landless farmers did not always obtain access to land. The
transparency of the process at village level remained weak, but the land titles issued during Thieu's
reform were recognised in the negotiations (when they had not been destroyed or lost during the war).
Old and new titles co-existed for a time, which could have been a source of conflict and a resource in
negotiations. One can assume that the state’s monopoly on coercion would have been sufficient to
prevent conflict (however, we did not document any cases that would validate this hypothesis).
Moreover, it might be more convincing to link this phenomenon (if it were empirically proven) to the
room for manoeuvre that local people’s committees had when it came to implementing national
directives, which could reflect either the pragmatism or the weakness—most probably both—of the
government.

The seeming ‘quietness’ of land issues thus obviously had to do with the frontier nature of the area
and the open exit option. Especially in Region 2, mobility was still very high at the time (beyond the
numerous cases of people returning to their families and/or villages at the end of the war), and it would
seem that many wealthy farmers left the less fertile and too acidic lands of Nam Tay Son and moved to
the nearby uplands or newly drained areas in the deep-flooded plain. The accounts we collected were
diverse in any case when it came to expropriations, although they converge to a certain extent as far
as access to open land is concerned:

Mr D. from Nam Tay Son explained that they had been liberated by the communists by 1974 and
that not much happened in 1975. They kept their land, around 3 hectares owned by his parents,
as well as their buffaloes that they used as draft animals on neighbours’ farms until 1988 when
they decided to sell them to buy a pump (to sell water services) and a tractor a few years later.
During the late 1970s and 1980s, access to grazing areas west of Triton canal remained free.

After 1975, Mr T. (on the west bank of Triton Canal) kept his land and buffaloes (around 30 head)
and cleared new fields along Canal 15 from 1976 or 1977. These new fields were, according to
him, outside the nearby (later implemented) New Economic Zone (see below). He stated that
access to these micro-frontier areas had remained free and required no official authorisation
from the people’s committee or the local section of the Communist party.

Mr C.’s parents lost all their land (around 15 hectares, less than 10 of which were under
cultivation) in 1977-1978, receiving 1 gia of rice per cong in compensation. They only kept 4 cong
around their house, but decide to open up new fields near Canal 13, where access was free,
according to the availability of the household labour force. The local authorities came to
formalise the situation (according to him, his case was not an isolated occurrence) and to collect
a land tax afterwards.

Collective forms of production and planned migrations were also implemented, however. In both
regions, only a few producers’ groups of 3 to 5 farmers working on 5 to 10 hectares were organised
under the control of the people's committee, managing irrigation after the excavation of new canals in
the years 1978-1982, but without any collectivisation of land. In Region 2, several state farms were
implemented as a means to colonise fallow lands and settle landless farmers and farmers from
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overcrowded areas. The history of Tien Binh state farm is significant in this respect, spanning this first post-
unification period and illustrating how the so-called liberal turn of the 1980s was ‘negotiated’ in
practice.

In 1977, 6 state farms were created in Hon Dat District. Kien Binh farm was one of the six state
farms, and lay in Kien Binh I (divided in two parts: Kien Suong and Tien Hai) and Kien Ninh II,
covering a surface of 4,800 hectares (source: province statistics 1980). The farm was to be
colonised by migrants from the northern provinces of Thai Binh and Ha Vinh. The first phase of the
settlement scheme can aptly be called a pioneer phase. Young single volunteers came first to
excavate canals. They often planed to stay but they were free to return home when this 3-year
digging phase was complete. The farm management office was designed before the settlement
itself in the provinces of origin and composed of northern cooperative leaders and civil servants.
During these three years, the farm was managed directly by the Ministry of Agriculture. Workers
cultivated floating rice for subsistence. At first glance, the area seemed almost empty. In fact,
few households lived there before 1977, but families settled along the Triton and Rach Gia-Ha Tien
Canals were used to swiddening in the area, cropping floating rice and dry crops on the basis of
shifting cultivation. Although the zone appeared to be mainly fallow land, it was identified and
‘marked’ by local populations. Theoretically, all the land was confiscated from indigenous
farmers who received financial compensation. However, very few of them actually accepted the
money (although they moved to the west side of My Thai Canal), and they went on cultivating
and letting their buffaloes graze. Furthermore, the digging of secondary canals often crossed
their fields, providing the impetus for many conflicts that expressed themselves, for instance, by
the destruction of state farm fields by farmers’ buffaloes, or by the mutual refusal to allow people
on the other side cross My Thai Canal. Soldiers were even called in to dislodge local farmers. One
hundred or so came and one farm management staff member was killed. A completely different
strategy of resistance seems to have been the activation of the social networks and personal
relationships that wealthy farmers had developed over time at district and even province level
(we did not obtain very detailed information about this, but rather heard various rumours that we
were unable to confirm). In 1980, under the name of Kien Binh, the farm was reduced to Tien Hai,
covering 2,650 hectares. Kien Binh was converted into a ‘New Economic Zone’ and the young
volunteers were transferred to other state farms (Binh Son II and III). The volunteers from Kien
Suong were transferred to Kien Binh and other state units in the province. 250 households settled
in 1980 and 50 in 1982. The intensity and frequency of conflicts strongly decreased but My Thai
Canal marked an impermeable and enduring border between both groups. In 1980, the farm
passed under the control of Kien Giang Province. Nevertheless, until 1984, the labour organisation
remained the same, divided into 4 groups of around 100 people each, subdivided into 5 groups
of 20 workers, each of which was divided into teams of 5 workers. They were partly remunerated
in rice and other staple goods, according to the amount of labour they supplied, theoretically
through a mark point system, but in reality in function of daily objectives in order to encourage
workers to increase their productivity. In 1984, the farm switched to the “Contract no. 100 System”
that reintroduced households and smallholdings, and corresponded to a national shift in
economic policies (described in the following section).

Land Reform (Once Again) and Short-Lived Cooperativisation
(1980-1986)

As early as 1979 the continuous output decreases, caused by the shortcomings of the central
planning system, the growing southern farmers opposition to the national strategy of land
collectivisation and to a series of natural calamities, forced the government to adopt a more
flexible approach of agricultural policy, as announced in the Vietnamese Communist Party’s
Resolution No.6, issued in 1979. As a result, two years later (in April 1981), Directive No.100 was
issued by the Party that, to strengthen cooperatives, provided the so-called ‘Contract 100
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System’ which brought significant changes of the role played by the state in agricultural
production, making the first step towards decentralisation in Vietnamese countryside. In fact,
under the ‘contract system’, officially introduced in the North of the country in 1981-1982 and in
the South in 1982-1983, peasants were allowed to retain a small piece of land for their own use
and to sell on the free market any surpluses, after paying the contracted harvest quota to
cooperatives (Diglio 1998: 40).

Diglio adds an important footnote to this passage, stating that “the Directive legalized the illicit
‘contract’ practice widely used in the late 1970s, when many cooperatives began to contract
farming activities to households” (1998: 40n; also Dao The Tuan 1997: 15).

It is also noteworthy that the cooperative policy coincided with this first (relatively) liberal turn in 1981.
In other words, what was at stake was rather a systematisation of state-led development policy, under
the double label of cooperativisation and contract farming, than a liberal turn or the premises of de-
collectivisation as it happened at the same in the northern part of the country. Land was distributed
theoretically according to the number of household members (Le Coq et al. 1997: 36).

What also arose strikingly from the inquiry was the diversity of situations—between and within the two
regions—as far as the highly abstract and rather vague notion of “cooperatives” is concerned. In the
mid-1980s, less than 6% of farmers in the Mekong Delta actually belonged to cooperatives (Pingali &
Xuan quoted by Diglio 1998: 40; see also Kerkvliet & Porter 1995).

• Region 1 (1982-1985)

The requisition-redistribution of land was complete in Region 1 (1,000 square metres per labourer plus
500 square metres per child and elder)30, although no collective working teams were organised and the
collectivisation of the means of production was not complete: small pumps (under 15 hp) and water
buffaloes were not seized. Tractor services were seemingly organised at the district level (no farmers
owned tractors in the villages we studied). 30- to 70-hectare production units were set out at hamlet
level (but several could be found in the same hamlet). The functioning of these cooperatives (tap
doan) in the irrigated rice area (Vinh Thanh Trung) can be summarised as follows:

– centralised management of inputs: the cooperative members were supplied with seeds,
fertilisers, pesticides, and so on by the cooperative, and must “repay” the cooperative in rice
after harvest,

– centralised management of tractors and pumping units in order to simplify the homogenisation
of time schedules,

– centralised investments for new equipment, supported by the cooperative members in function
of the surface area each family held within the production unit,

– homogenisation of cropping systems and work calendars,
– annual determination of the quantity of rice the members had to deliver to the cooperative; the

surplus could be “freely” sold on the market (this raises questions as the sale of rice was a state
monopoly and the “free market” was often a flourishing black market functioning alongside
state-owned trade companies).

In Vinh Thanh Trung, the shift to double rice cropping took place under the cooperative system. It
would seem that conflicts between farmers already practising this system and others still cropping
floating rice facilitated the cooperative policy. Digging and dredging services remained compulsory for
the three villages in the cross-section but was de facto concentrated mainly in Vinh Thanh Trung to fit

 
30 In their study of agrarian changes in the Rach Noch Plain near Can Tho, Kleber & Marius-Gnanou (1996: 351) state that
redistributed surfaces decreased over time, from 2,000 to 2,500 square metres per labourer in 1982 to 1,500 to 2,000 square
metres in 1985 and 1,000 to 1,500 square metres in 1987. They esteem that these reforms brought about more equity in land
distribution and that the number of landless farmers diminished during this period. However, the cooperative was only created
in 1985 in Rach Noch Plain, after the canal excavations in 1982, that was seen as completely aberrant by farmers due to the
high density of the new irrigation layout which resulted in excessive land fragmentation and greater difficulties with cropping
operations.



The Local Politics of Land and Water: Case Studies from the Mekong Delta

Gret - collection Études et travaux - Série en ligne n° 4 36

production objectives. The upper part of the Triton (primary) Canal was renovated by 1985 and the
secondary Canals 1, 2, and 7 (belonging to Vinh Thanh Trung) were also dredged between 1985 and
1989. A gradient of irrigated rice expansion can therefore be seen from the Bassac River to Canal 7:
between the river and Canal 1 by 1985, down to Canal 2 in 1987, and the entire village (Canal 7) in
1989. Elsewhere (in Dao Huu Canh and Thanh My Tay), the floating rice-field crop system remained in
practice, albeit under the aegis of cooperatives that carried out land preparation and centralised
supply of seeds and chemicals.

This account would not, however, be accurate unless one emphasised the discrepancy between
the apex of irrigated rice expansion, mainly in the second half of the 1980s, and the short period during
which the cooperatives really functioned, viz. between 1982 and 1985/86. Difficulties arose rather
quickly indeed (we will explore this issue below).

• Region 2 (1980/82-1986)

In Region 2, the organisational and institutional landscape was much more complex and
cooperatives coexisted alongside areas of individual farming, state farms, and “new economic zones”
opened for settlement by local farmers and outsiders (former soldiers). This diversity tied to high
mobility—in and out migrations remained frequent—derived from the area’s maintaining its agrarian
frontier nature in the 1980s. It is similar in this respect to the Plain of Reeds in the northern part of the
Mekong Delta (see Chiffoleau & Dreyfus 1997 for a depiction of the colonisation process in this “last
frontier”).

The following case, the Tien Binh farm, aptly illustrates how the dynamics evolved in their own
direction even though they derived basically from a national shift in agricultural policy.

In 1984, in Tien Binh farm, the mark point system was replaced by a contract system that was
derived from the 1981 policy turn. The objective was to develop field crops (especially
watermelon and sweet potato), not irrigated rice. Written annual contracts were signed between
the farm manager and farmers who rented the land at a set price (2 million VND per hectare per
year paid before the harvest: the farm manager did not have much confidence in the tenants’
capacities or reliability) or sometimes for a fixed quantity of product (1 ton sweet potatoes). The
surface that peasants were allowed to rent was not limited—which went against the official
ceiling of 2 hectares in Directive no. 100—and some of them appear to have cultivated up to 10
hectares of field crops. A second unexpected fact is that the majority of contracting farmers
were peasants from the surrounding areas (Nam Tay Son, My Hiep Son), and remoter places (An
Giang Province). Because of their missing knowledge of dry crops, workers from the state farm
would become contracting farmers only later, in 1987. For contracting farmers, the main interest
of the farm was that it was in an area were land was available located on the uplands, had
good drainage and falling acidity thanks to the canals that farm workers had dug during the
state farm’s first years. The contract farmers further developed the irrigation network, individually
digging tertiary canals called “floating canals” (2 metres wide and 0.4-0.6 metres in depth),
without following any predefined overall blueprint. Fields were actually scattered in function of
the micro-topography and soil quality. Farmers would rent pumps (or pumping services) from An
Giang and My Hiep Son farmers for 300,000 VND per hectare. The yields were approximately six
tons per hectare for sweet potatoes (sold 200-250 VND per kilogram) and 15 tons per hectare for
watermelon (sold for 300-350 VND per kilogram). Difficulties arose mainly from a lack of
coordination among agents: the former pyramidal system of work teams and hierarchical levels
was not officially abolished but practically dismembered due to the irruption of the contract
system. The workers who had come from the north had little knowledge to cope with this new
environment. They continued growing floating rice under the working team system, hence the
widespread illegal harvesting before the official harvest date, the waste of inputs, and the low
incentive for farm workers who did not benefit from the new system much to increase productivity
and yields. The farm was eventually dismembered in 1989 (see below).
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Farmers’ accounts of the time often emphasise that they did not work in cooperatives at that time
because they did not have to follow a strict cropping calendar, they cultivated they own fields (land
redistribution did take place there as well, but allegedly not systematically), and they continued
growing floating rice and field crops with a low level of chemical and mechanical inputs. For land
preparation, they could ask for the district services. But at the same time, wealthy farmers from the west
bank of the Triton Canal could pursue their entrepreneurial activities thanks to the possession of draft
buffaloes. Actually, cropping systems and production relations did not change all that much in the area
although state interventions were a new and important factor to be taken into account but should not
be seen as the main factor driving change (but this was to change later on).

The Decay of Cooperatives and Doi Moi: Local Re-Interpretations
And Anticipations (1986-1993)

According to Nguyen Van Thanh et al. (1998: 48),
[T]he success of contract system31 gradually declined due to the following reasons:

- land use and crop choice decisions were made by the State Planning Commission in a
traditional top-down approach, without considering the farmers’ preferences and local
market conditions,

- the government often failed to procure all the grain it had contracted due to financial
difficulties,

- as a consequence, the seasonal surpluses at the farm gate led to a crash in the private rice
price in several regions, which while benefiting the urban poor had severe incentive effects on
the farmers,

- the persistence of centralised input supplies resulted in an inadequate and untimely provision
of inputs to the farmers, and

- a lack of land tenure security resulted in inadequate farm level investments for maintaining
long term land productivity.

This list of reasons for the failure of cooperatives32 can more or less be applied to our research areas.
However, it must be locally differentiated, which is no surprise: regional diversity was already a central
feature in the previous period. What is perhaps more significant than the reasons for the failure is the
ways local actors found to cope with the situation, eventually influencing national policies, although the
extent of this influence is difficult, if not impossible, to assess. These practices might best be qualified as
“everyday politics” rather than as “everyday forms of resistance” (Scott 1985), for they do not intrinsically
act for or against the state, but merely express the logics of social actors, the interweaving of both
representations and an understanding of the state of things and the strategies to deal with it, therefore
encompassing “conservative” and “reformist” objectives.

Perhaps by far the most important actions, cumulatively anyway, occur in the vast in-
between terrain of ‘everyday politics’, where people work out, come to terms with, and
contest norms and rules regarding authority over, production of, and allocation of goods,
services, and other important resources […]. Sometimes such politics shade into the formal,
state sanctioned forms of participation, and sometimes they tilt the other way into
unauthorized, illegal activities. Everyday politics includes trying to live within, bend, or
modify the prevailing contours as well as engaging in subtle, non-confrontational everyday
resistance to slip under or to undermine it. In such everyday politics in Vietnam, villagers

 
31 The aggregate rice output grew at an annual rate of 3.14% during the 1982-1987 period, compared to a rate of only
0.4% during the 1976-1981 period (Nguyen Van Thanh et al. 1998: 47).
32 One can find similar explanations in the literature (Tran Thi Van Anh & Nguyen Manh Huan 1995, Vo-Tong Xuan 1995,
Kleber & Marius-Gnanou 1996, Dao The Tuan 1997, Le Coq et al. 1997) and, interestingly, they are very close to the official
discourse grounding the 1986-88 policy turn (doi moi). Kleber & Marius-Gnanou also envoke the counter-productive charge of
increasing agricultural taxes amounting in their area to 60% of the harvest in 1987 (1996: 351-52).
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may have no expectations, perhaps even no intentions of affecting national policies,
though they might well be trying to modify, even subvert policy implementation in their
own locality. But cumulatively, such actions, even though not organized and coordinated,
can have an impact on state agencies when done in large enough numbers, in generally
the same direction, and ‘read’ or understood by higher officials to mean that it is in their
interest or the interest of the state to change (Kerkvliet 1995: 67).

The views expressed in this long quotation match the empirical evidence we collected and can be
aptly reapplied to explain individual and collective behaviours in an era of political transition and
institutional uncertainty. We will have further occasions to reappraise Kerkvliet’s views on state-peasant
relationships with special regards to land tenure and water arrangements in our research area.
Nonetheless, it seems hazardous—it is obviously outside the scope of our inquiry—to go as far as Kerkvliet
and Porter’s otherwise plausible hypothesis that “in southern Vietnam after 1975, villagers’ opposition to
collectivised farming was so persistent and extensive, though still low keyed and not highly organized,
that the national leadership silently backed away to reconsider whether to try again” (1995: 27)33.

• Region 1

In Region 1, delays in input supply are mentioned as the first factor of blockage. The system
functioned only three years and was actually undermined very quickly by mismanagement. But
mismanagement must in turn be explained. Broadly speaking, it can reveal an overall system
dysfunction or a collapse of the planed state policy, or can derive from individual failures and
corruption. Both were invoked in interviews and, regarding the second explanatory trend, it is
noteworthy that informants emphasised how corruption was seemingly regulated through a rapid
turnover of cooperative boards (a world-wide corruption management technique, see Blundo 2000). An
economy of suspicion rapidly developed around the management of cooperatives, quite the opposite
of what Grant Evans (1995: 203), referring to Ronald Dore (1971), describes as “the need for
institutionalised suspicion in cooperatives, that is the impersonalising of key procedures in order to avoid
accusations of corruption”.

Attempts were made to aggregate the cooperatives into large units of several hundred hectares
each. The rationale behind such a measure is rather difficult to grasp and one can assume that it
probably resulted in increasing the scale of corruption and mismanagement rather than eradicating
them. These large cooperatives fell short of saving the system in 1985-86 and, for the farmers we
interviewed, cooperatives had disappeared before any official dissolution and before the 1988 land
law—by 1985 in Thanh My Tay, in 1986 in Vinh Thanh Trung. All this resulted in an kind of informal
privatisation of cooperatives by their leaders who began to provide farmers with irrigation services using
the collective pumping units. This, combined with canal excavations (see above), allowed the
extension of double rice cropping in Vinh Thanh Trung, albeit in an unexpected form. This informal
privatisation of cooperative pumps was not really at stake in the two other communes where floating
rice still prevailed. The following two cases shed light upon elements of continuity and change through
the “biography” of one cooperative in Vinh Thanh Trung (Hauswirth 2000).

After 1976, producers’ groups were implemented on limited surfaces (3 to 5 people on 5 to 10
hectares) in close connection with the development of irrigation networks and irrigated rice. They
were located in the upper part of Vinh Thanh Trung, not very far from the Bassac River. Under the
control of local authorities, members could choose either to invest collectively in equipment
(tractors or pumps) or use the services of another producers’ group. These groups joined in 1982
to give birth to three cooperatives (nos. 4, 5, and 6, out of 13 at village level). In 1986, an attempt
at grouping the 13 cooperatives into 2 large production units was made but remained “on

 
33 B. Kerkvliet furthermore appears to be much more cautious when interpreting, with the same grid, the later policy turn of
1988: “I cannot demonstrate well that the kinds of events discussed above have influenced changes in laws and policies. But I
can suggest that rural interests – speaking in part through the kinds of activities just summarized (and probably through officially
approved channels not discussed here) – have been heard by various parts of the state apparatus and in some respects have
made an impact” (Kerkvliet 1995: 80).
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paper”. In fact, the chairmen of the cooperatives nos. 4, 5 and 6 each decided independently to
sell watering services using cooperative assets. A conflict arose within cooperative no. 4 between
the chairman and his vice-chairman who tried to replace the former at a lower price. In 1992,
each of the cooperatives nos. 4, 5, and 6 were transformed into producers’ groups, following a
provincial decree (No. 25 of 27 January 1991) favouring this “new” form of groups. We will
encounter this case again in the next section.

Mr K., an innovative entrepreneur and pioneer in double rice cropping in the late 1960s in Vinh
Thanh Trung, dealt with the post unification situation rather successfully. He had become a
wealthy farmer in the 1970s, supplying (with his nephew) his neighbours with watering services. In
1982, their tractors and pumps were seized and a cooperative (a water users’ group) was
created. His son was formally the chairman, but in reality a straw man for Mr K. who went on
providing water supply and land preparation services. He was not paid for this but was provided
with petrol and could keep the surplus. (In the neighbouring cooperatives, water supply was
taken over by the state hydraulic company using a confiscated 65 horsepower motor pump.) In
1984, Mr K. and his nephews, who had in the meantime joined the farmers’ union, recovered their
pumping equipment and thus their position as entrepreneurs in water supply (40 kilograms of rice
per cong per cropping season) and land preparation (3,500 VND per cong). By 1989, he had
signed a five-year irrigation contract with a producers’ group, acting once again as a pioneer
(see the next chapter).

An external factor added to the complexity—if not the confusion—of the situation, namely the 1985-
86 creation of a state farm managed by the army in the neighbouring commune of O Long Vi (located
on the north-west border of the cross-section). This implied a brutal process of land seizure. Many farmers
from Thanh My Tay who had held fields in that area suddenly faced a land shortage and had to work as
wage labourers on other farms.

At the end of the 1980s, the situation regarding land and productive assets was extremely fuzzy. This
provided manoeuvring room for entrepreneurial strategies, often applied by cooperative leaders and
board members enacting creeping privatisation apparently without any official approval and
anticipating the acknowledged return of private entrepreneurship in the following decade.

• Region 2

In Region 2, cooperatives were not systematically implemented and the private control of collective
assets was not as dramatically at stake. Farmers went on with floating rice and field crops, investing
when possible in small pumps. Nevertheless, de-collectivisation came to the foreground in the state
farms.

The Tien Binh state farm was dismembered in 1989. We have already looked at the conflicts over
land caused by the creation of the farm, and the spreading of mismanagement. The land was
distributed to different actors according to different rules, which contributed neither to decreasing
confusion nor reducing economic inequalities:

- Villagers got about 150 hectares: only those who had refused compensation for being
expropriated could reclaim their land, which is somewhat perverse. They represented a
minority insofar as many farmers had left the district between 1977 and 1989 because of bad
harvests.

- The farm labourers, who had in the meantime become tenants (producers’ groups and work
teams had been progressively dissolved without any clear and official directive, however),
received 4 cong per household member (600 hectares). According to some informants, they
supposedly took priority in the choice of land location (this needs to be verified systematically).
In 1990, they were granted 8-year land titles. Nonetheless, they were in a very precarious
financial situation as they had having used up almost all their savings to buy their houses from
the farm administration.
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- Civil servants (at the district and commune levels) acquired 1 to 10 hectares (around 600
hectares in all) obviously for speculative purposes as they rapidly resold the land to farmers,
many of whom were from An Giang Province.

- 600 hectares were sold (or perhaps rented) to the families of nearby military camps.
- 700 hectares were reserved to created a “new economic zone” (see below) for landless

farmers and families who lost a member during wartime.

Tractors were also sold, most of them (28) to wealthy farmers living along Triton canal (we have
previously met some of them) and the remaining 6 to farm tenants. Significantly, no farm’s leaders
and board members acquired productive assets (except land), confirming the hypothesis of
speculative behaviours on their side.

The end of state farms also saw the beginning of a progressive shift toward the double cropping of
irrigated rice (pioneering experiments were underway by 1987) based on pump ownership but
apparently without any compulsory measures. (Opinions diverge, however, and informants told us they
were obliged to switch to irrigated rice under threat of having their land confiscated yet we did not
encounter actual cases of land confiscation due to this coercive policy.) Pump ownership began to be
relatively widespread at this time thanks to the success of field crops such as watermelon, sweet potato
and, later, pineapple. In some cases, pump acquisition derived from the sale of the buffaloes farmers
had managed to keep during the years 1975-1988. This entailed—and resulted from—an economic re-
orientation towards irrigated rice and watering services, marking the end of the extensive buffalo–
floating rice production system, and produced by the exhaustion of local micro-frontiers (see below
regarding the state-led settlement policy).

In short, what prevailed in the area was uncertainty regarding land tenure that (partially) resulted
from the return of migrants that led to the development of informal arrangements for land use. Settlers
from An Giang Province were supposedly evicted during that time (or earlier), which could correspond
to the inter-province and, above all, the rural-to-urban migration containment policies that the post-
unification regime tried to implement. Some of these settlers figured among those who acquired state
farm land in 1989.

• The 1988 Land Law

Despite the 1988 Land Law, relative informality prevailed until the Land Law of 1993 was enacted.
This informality had implications on the understanding of the doi moi policy officially launched in 1986
under the new leadership of Nguyen Van Linh, elevated to the party’s secretary generalship (Thayer
1986: 48)34 and enacted with “Directive no. 10” in 1988.

The Central Committee of the Communist Party Resolution passed in mid 1988 (commonly
known as the Contract 10 system) […] was legalized by a number of ordinances to free up
the prices of rice and inputs, privatise the distribution of inputs, provide longer term land
users rights, and reduce land tax and provide more freedom of choice of crops. After 1989,
farmers were no longer required to sell a contracted amount of rice to the state.
Ordinance 170, issued by the Council of Ministers on 14 November 1988, stated that the
individual family would have the right to own all products it generated after subtracting
taxes and other commissions owed to the local collective (when one still existed). Private
traders now had equal rights to the state in the purchase of food grains from farmers.
Subsidized sale of food grain to government employees and to the arm, which was the
primary reason for government grain purchase, was also discontinued (Vo-Tong Xuan 1995:
189).

 
34 “During the years 1987-89 Vietnam entered a period of genuine political liberalization. Elements of the press and mass
media took up the call by Nguyen Van Linh to assist the renovation process by reporting cases of corruption and abuse of
power” (Thayer 1995: 48). “In 1989, events in China, Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union and in Vietnam itself, prompted party
officials to apply the brakes and slow – but not halt – the momentum of reform. In 1991 the Seventh National Party Congress
agreed to proceed with political reform, but only gradually” (ibid.: 41).
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The turning point of 1988 needs to be seen in context to understand what it meant locally, and how
it was re-interpreted and sometimes anticipated by social actors and groups. On the whole, one can
say that it functioned broadly as a means to regularise or formalise previous arrangements. “In a sense,
villagers had been leading the way; to keep up, national leaders had to change accordingly” (Kerkvliet
1995: 71).

Nevertheless, the law did not bring about much clarity in land tenure:

The 1988 Land Law, which had been passed in late 1987, was quickly overtaken by events
on the grounds. Most obvious was that in the environment of a widening market economy,
land use rights became a kind of property. And from that emerged an informal, technically
illegal market in which use rights were bought, sold, mortgaged, and rented. […] Since the
allocation of land to households, numerous disputes over fields and boundaries have
emerged. Often such disagreements have been resolved through deliberations, frequently
stretching over several months and facilitated by patient and dedicated local officials. But
occasionally the conflicts burst into bitter confrontations. […] [According to official
sources,] nation-wide there were 200,000 written complaints filed between 1988 and mid
1990 by villagers disputing how land use rights had been distributed in their localities. […]
[F]ormer landowners, especially in the south, whose lands were redistributed to tenants in
the 1970s prior to and after 1975, seek to retrieve some or all of their former holdings
(Kerkvliet 1995: 73-74).

In our research sites, situations with regard to the new land law are very different. In Region 1, land
disputes were surprisingly fairly non-conflictual and rather smoothly negotiated and arbitrated (although
a few conflicts have yet to find a solution). Furthermore, land prices did not become a contested issue
(at least not at that time although they would a few years later—see the following section). What also
makes this peaceful transition somewhat surprising is the intricacy of land reforms that had piled up in
the area over decades: Who were the real owners to whom the land should be re-allocated? Which
period should one refer to in order to assess the legitimacy of claimants and claims?

In Vinh Thanh Trung, various forms of institutional arrangements emerged, though they were not
entirely haphazard: there were regularities that can roughly be sorted into the following two groups:

- Former landowners repaid the provisional users for the land investments that the users had
made in the meantime (especially levelling fields in the case of irrigated rice); the payments
could be made in cash, rice, and/or various other arrangements (land sharing, an additional
cropping year for the user)

- The users paid informal rent to the former owners, usually between 300 and 400 kilograms of
rice per cong, thus de facto acknowledging their status as tenants.

When conflicts occurred, they generally pertained to transaction amounts, negotiated delays for
enactment, or the acknowledgement of land ownership (or landowners). Almost all the land disputes
seem to have been resolved within two or so years, probably because of the combination of local state
influence and a functioning land market. It is noteworthy that these compromises were reached under
the aegis of the people’s committees at various administrative levels acting as arbitrators within a
context of increasing commoditization of the economy. This dialectic of state control and economic
liberalisation would be the hallmark of the following decade (see the next section).

In parallel with the flourishing of land transactions (in Region 1, the O Long Vi state farm was also
disbanded in 1989 and farmers from our cross-section tried to recover land there), the
commercialisation trends reached the productive assets (such as tractors or pumps) of cooperatives
after the phase of informal privatisation described above. In Vinh Thanh Trung, auctions were organised
in 1989 under the supervision of the people’s committees (they were in charge of managing the income
from auctions that was generally used to improve village infrastructures and services). This did not
happened in as radical a manner everywhere and diverse ways to cope with an uncertain transition
were found locally:
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Already in the 1990s many agricultural cooperatives started with the first steps of a
transformation process in order to become more efficient as service cooperatives. At that
time there was still a lot of liberty how to do it, as guidelines and rules were rather vague.
Some already had split up, but most did not. There were different ways to start the
transformation process. In general, most assets and activities not directly related to
agricultural production have been handed over to the communes, e.g. kindergartens,
nursery schools and other communal services. Only, the agriculturally related services were
supposed to be continued on the new-style cooperatives. These assets were kept by the
cooperative. Some cooperatives sold all the remaining assets so that nothing is left. Others
divided equally all assets in cash and in kind among the members (Wolz 2000: 7).

The weak definition of the rules governing land and equipment also made room for entrepreneurial
strategies. In other words, this phase of transition and uncertainty gave rise to actors who still stand at
the centre of the current economic and political landscape, either as former cooperative leaders who
have become economic entrepreneurs or as “genuine” entrepreneurs (in Schumpeter’s sense) who
would have evolved outside the state sphere. We will test this dual—and somewhat schematic—
hypothesis in the chapter on local water politics (see below).

Liberalisation under Local State Control, Large Hydraulic Schemes, and
New Forms of Differentiation (1990/91-1997/98)

After a few years of local-level institutional blurring (thus after the turning point of the doi moi policy’s
1988 acknowledgement of the central role of family farms in the development process), the
liberalisation of the rural economy seemed to take place under a renewed control by the state that
played, at different levels (village, district, province), the role of arbitration in the negotiations around
land disputes and irrigation contracts (especially in Region 1; this is detailed in the next chapter on local-
level water management).

• The 1993 Land Law

The 1993 Land Reform Law that aimed to secure access to land and combat informal transactions
and the black market functioned as a procedure to regularise informal agreements.

With regard to the land law, pressure was growing by 1990 to revise the 1988 legislation in
order to legalize some popular practices, curb or decisively eliminate others, and generally
deal better with the country’s new circumstances in the era of economic renovation and
de-collectivisation. […] Among the most pressing [demands] were the increasingly
common practices of buying and selling land use rights, using land as collateral for loans in
the informal credit sector, lending use rights to someone else, transferring use rights to heirs
and others, and accumulating large amounts of land. The law either did not address these
matters or deemed them illegal. […] Trying to handle these issues by improvised
administrative guidelines was proving more and more difficult and created considerable
diversity from one locality and province to the next. […] What emerged in the new law,
passed in July 1993, is that ‘households and individuals to whom the state has assigned
land have the right to exchange, transfer, rent, inherit, and mortgage land use rights' (Land
Law 1993: 3.2). Elsewhere the law elaborates these rights (74-78) and itemizes conditions
under which one cannot transfer them, such as when the land is in dispute or lacks
pertinent legal papers. By contrast, the 1988 law restricted the transferring of land use rights
to occasions such as farming household moving into or out of the cooperative, and the
death of a person holding the use rights (Land Law 1988: 3, 16, 48, 49) (Kerkvliet 1995: 81-
83).
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If the new land law could be seen as an attempt to formalise existing practices and take stock of
reality, it did not succeed in clarifying some important issues linked to real buying and selling practices.

The new law contains other changes pertaining to some of the conflicts and practices
discussed earlier. One concerns selling and buying land use rights, something that was not
addressed. […] The outcome [of controversial debates around this issue] is that the 1993
land law does not stipulate that the state will set prices, nor does it forbid the buying and
selling of land use rights. Indeed, the law has no discussion about buying and selling. It only
speaks of ‘transferring’ (chuyen nhuong). […] Considerable attention was given to the
conditions attached to use rights, especially the number of years per contract and amount
of land per household. […] The decision was to allow twenty years for annually cropped
land and aquaculture and 50 years for perennially cropped land, with the possibility of
renewal at the end of the first contract (Land Law 1993: 20) (Kerkvliet 1995: 83-84).

As B. Kerklviet further states, “by neither endorsing nor forbidding the selling of use rights, the law
leaves that open as possible method for transferring them” (ibid.: 84). This is exactly what we observed in
the field and document briefly below, also emphasising that this issue is closely related to the land
concentration opportunities that the law attempted to regulate.

Two articles, apparently aimed especially at people who try to retrieve fields they once
owned, forbid encroaching on land that has been assigned to someone else or for other
purposes (6) and reject efforts to reclaim land that the Democratic Republic of Vietnam,
the Provisional Revolutionary Government in southern Vietnam, and the Socialist Republic
of Vietnam previously confiscated and redistributed (2.2). Another article, around which
there was considerable debate inside and outside the National Assembly, limits the
amount of annually cropped land a family may hold. […] The final law puts the upper limit
at three hectares per household for annually cropped land, with specific limits in each
locality to be defined by the government (44). The maximum for other types of agricultural
and aquaculture areas is to be defined later (Kerkvliet 1995: 84-85).

In Region 1, and especially in Vinh Thanh Trung where the population density was the highest, land
pressure was also extremely strong. There was no communal land (and there had not been any for at
least 50 years) and the average size of landholdings was 1 to 2 hectares, with a maximal surface area of
4 hectares between the Bassac River and Canal 1, and of 7 hectares beyond this (including 3 hectares
in the names of the farmers’ children). Due to this saturation, the land market did not seem very active
as far as selling, buying, and renting were concerned (although land prices had increased
dramatically). Despite the 1993 Land Law, informal transactions continued and, in 2000, only 50% of the
peasants interviewed held official land titles in Vinh Than Trung. This sheds light on the limits of the
regularisation process that the new text was (at least) assumed to launch. Land titles became, however,
a stake for two other issues: as a guaranty to obtain access to state bank loans (Private banks did not
accept such collateral because they believe that land is too difficult to retrieve in the case of non
payment. It is also worth noting here that land basically remained under state ownership.); with regard
to land taxes (there were 6 levels, from 5 to 55 kilograms of rice per cong, depending on the criteria of
location, soil, irrigation and drainage conditions, and topography). Land rental was not frequent, and
often corresponded to economic emergencies on the part of the owner (there were also cases of
farmers in search of capital to invest in service activities). Contracts were oral or confirmed by an
informal certificate (borrower’s acknowledgement of the rental), without witnesses, and generally of
short duration (approximately two cropping seasons). To a certain extent, land rental practice can be
compared to loans whereby one acquires the right to use land in exchange for a (rather high) amount
of money (2 to 2.5 million VND per cong). The owner recovers his land after the ‘loan’ has been repaid
without interest; yet, he must pay land taxes and sometimes the levelling costs for the next rice cropping
season. If he is not able to repay his debt, the borrower (or moneylender) keeps the land until he has
been reimbursed. We did not encounter any cases of land lending or sharecropping.

Land saturation was symbolised by a practice we observed three times: farmers filled tertiary canals
to increase their cultivated surfaces (and were sentenced by the people’s committee to re-dig them).
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In this context, the broadening of canals launched by the state hydraulic services at different levels
(village, district, province) depending on the canal status had dramatic consequences for farmers. They
only received compensation for the loss of one harvest, and the elevated portion of the new dikes
belonged to them only if it had not been zoned as a housing and transport area. We met a few farmers
who lost all their land assets in such operations.

In Region 2, where the issuing of official land titles had already been conflictive and non-transparent
(many farmers were apparently unable to obtain their titles), the situation was tense. This was reinforced
by the return of migrants from Thanh Hiep by 1994-95 who tried to secured their land claims by asserting
that they never really sold the land, and by bribing land office officers. Meanwhile, prices rose
dramatically, from 1 gia per cong to 1.5 million by 1993, and 2 to 5 million dong per hectare after 1995.
The lack of transparency in the allocation of land titles gave rise to many contested claims and informal
arrangements (even though land distribution was reorganised after the secondary canals were
completed in order to rationalise access to water). One can also agree with Wolz (2000) when he
asserts that the cooperatives—i.e. their boards—could function as brokers between individual farmers
and state authorities for the issuing of land titles, which was a factor in their “survival”.

The complexity of land issues and the difficulties working out consensual and lasting arrangements
derived, at least partially, from another feature of the new land law, once again rightly emphasised by
B. Kerkvliet in his insightful comparative analysis of the 1988 and 1993 Land Laws, namely the reduced
resources and authority of the communes and cooperatives:

The diminished roles of communes and cooperatives (or production groups) is clearer with
regard to assigning land and resolving disputes. The 1988 Land Law listed communes,
cooperatives, and production groups among the units to which the state could assign land
use rights (1, 13.4). The 1993 law, however, says land use may be assigned to individuals,
households, and state offices (1). It does not mention communes, cooperatives, or
production groups. It only adds that land may be assigned to ‘political’ and ‘economic’
organizations, which possibly could include some cooperatives. Moreover, the 1993 law
gives people’s committees at the district, district capital, and city levels – not the
commune level – the power to assign land use to households and individuals (24.2).
Similarly, the law allows commune officials to handle the paper work for the exchange of
land use rights but only district officers may process the transfer of use rights from one
household or other economic unit to another (31). […] Regarding land disputes, the 1988
law instructed communes to solve land conflicts between individuals while the district
should resolve disputes between organizations such as villages (21). The 1993 law, however,
urges communes to work with local Fatherland Front groups to find peaceful solutions to
land conflicts. Failing that, districts – not communes – and even higher levels of
government are responsible for settling disputes (38.2). Also the courts, which are not
discussed in the 1988 law, may get involved (Kerkvliet 1995: 85-86).

Kerkvliet’s explanations of the marginalisation of local instances are plausible:

What this diminution in responsibilities and authorities of communes and cooperatives may
mean is that the state is trying to come to terms with those institutions’ frequent weaknesses
and inadequacies as administrative units with regard to land management. That plus
numerous provisions in the new law regarding procedures for classifying land, creating and
maintaining land records, and handling land disputes may help to reduce instances of
arbitrary behaviour by local officials and improper usage of land resources – matters about
which many villagers and others had complained (Kerkvliet 1995: 86).

What we actually observed in Region 2 was that the combination of the law’s silence on buying and
selling land use rights and the disempowerment of local administrative and political bodies in this area
led to more confusion, corruption and land concentration, and an exploitation of institutional disorder
by some actors that brought about growing economic and social inequalities.
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• Settlement and Water Policy and a Growing Imbalance in Access to Resources

Re-organisation of land distribution occurred after the completion of secondary canals in order to
rationalise access to water (Region 2). People’s committees also managed auctions, during which
cooperative equipment was sold (especially pumps). The new manager-owners of the pumping units
(Region 1) were mainly “recruited” among former cooperative leaders but a new group of private
entrepreneurs whose biography seems disconnected from the cooperative and state sectors also
emerged. Tractor buyers (Region 2) do not seem to have belonged to cooperative boards and their
mechanical skills and economic and social capital seem to have been an important factor. A few
farmers organised themselves in informal groups with the goal of keeping their autonomy vis-à-vis the
other two categories of entrepreneurs. This liberalisation phase was also characterised by the
reorganisation of rural credit and the reaffirmation of the central role of farmers' unions (mass
organisations closely linked to the communist party, both formally and informally at various levels).
Credit groups (membership in which was necessary to obtain access to credit) were created under the
control of the farmers' union, which acted as a broker between farmers’ groups and the formal banking
system (see also Wolz 1997); they would constitute the core of the future new cooperatives.
Diversification and intensification of farming systems (pig, fish, and duck breeding) and capital
accumulation (tractors, pumps) developed during this period, as did the switch to irrigated rice.

The state also played a structuring role in organising province-level migrations to “new economic
zones” (Region 2: The state would seem to have organised migrations from the north as far back as 1989
to exploit fallow lands in Long Xuyen quadrangle, and especially in the communes of Nam Thai Son and
My Hiep Son; this information has not yet been confirmed). The settlement process we now wish to
depict—which is a far cry from any ideal pioneer success-story—allows one to grasp the link between
state-led policies and economic differentiation in the 1990s.

In 1991, the Kien Giang provincial administration launched a campaign to encourage and
organise the migration of poor or landless farmers from overcrowded districts to the last agrarian
frontiers in the province. Candidates—individuals that had applied—were selected in each
commune by local political authorities. A group of 48 Khmer households from 4 different districts
thus landed in Nam Thay Son, 5 kilometres east of Triton Canal, on Canal 8.5 which was dug at
that time. Families with more than 5 children were given 2 hectares, others received 1.5 hectares.
Except for the newly-excavated canal, the land was genuinely fallow and the settlers came
empty-handed, with no capital and no asset to start new activities. The commune gave them 3
months of food and 50,000 VND to buy clothes and tools. In addition, they were exempted from
paying taxes for 5 years. Nevertheless, the soil was extremely acid (drinking water was lacking)
and the harvest was nil the first year, but easily reached 5 gia per cong the following years. They
had to work to develop the land and maintain the canal, and as wage labourers on nearby
farms. According to the group leader, they had to wait more than 7 years before they earned
something from rice cropping, and could only begin double cropping in 1998 (prior to this, they
had only cropped a 100 day-cycle of winter-spring rice). In 2000, yields were 20 gia per cong for
winter-spring rice and 10 gia per cong for summer-autumn rice. Approximately 10 families left in
the interim. If a family that remained wished to rent their land, a written rental contract was
established between both parties under the supervision of the group leader and the hamlet chief
(the closest political and administrative body). Farmers who wished to stay but were too deeply in
debt sometimes rented out their lands. Due to an extremely difficult economic situation and a
total lack of initial capital, many of these farmers took out annual loans (or more frequently loans
for one cropping season) that they were not in a position to repay. The creditors were wealthy
farmers, and especially farmers settled along the Triton canals, entrepreneurs, and traders.
Interest rates were usurious—up to 60% monthly—and the inability to repay loans resulted in strong
financial dependency for Khmer farmers. Some of them told us that the usual strategy adopted
by moneylenders was to wait until rice yields had increased enough to make land acquisition a
profitable operation. They would then demand repayment; if the borrower could not pay, he
could go to the commune and negotiate a grace period of usually 1 or 2 years. If such an
agreement was not reached or if he could not pay when the grace period was up, the land was
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transferred to the moneylender, apparently without any formal land title or transaction contract.
All the same, a few members of this community had obtained titles granting them possession of
land use rights on the land by 1994 as a result of the 1993 Land Law. The question that remains
here is here why not all of them received titles, which brings us back to the law’s inconsistencies
with regard to the letter of the law and its enforcement (the authorities endowed with the power
to enforce it). Economic dependency was not only a matter of money lending and usury. Khmer
farmers were not able to produce enough surplus to invest in the necessary means of production
(only 2 or 3 of them managed to acquire small pumps with 6 horsepower maximum), and they all
had to call on entrepreneurs for land preparation and watering. Unsurprisingly, the suppliers were
often moneylenders as well (see the next chapter for a description of watering contracts).

Similarities (above all the fact that this was another case of state-planned intra-province migration)
notwithstanding, the situation that the farmers in the next group had to cope with was not as hopeless
as the situation faced by the Khmers near Canal 8.5.

The leader of the new economic zone in Nam Tay Son told us that he arrived in 1991 with more
than 100 households, all landless farmers from the western side of the border between Kien Giang
and Ca Mau Provinces. As with the above case, they were selected in their hamlet and came as
a group to colonise an area where local farmers had lands they did not farm (according to
officials; in reality, the local farmers still practised the shifting cultivation of floating rice). Their plots
were confiscated but they received other fields elsewhere (we were unable to ascertain the
basis on which other lands were allocated). Households with more than 5 people were granted 3
hectares, others received 2 hectares. When a family would leave, it was replaced by another
from the same area of origin. Nevertheless, the migrants did not cover the whole area (800
metres deep on each side of the canal and 5 kilometres long, totalling approximately 800
hectares) and local people were allowed to keep some land. For 5 years, they were exempt from
paying any taxes and, afterwards, they were granted land titles (“blue certificates”, not “red
cards” acknowledging formal ownership; nevertheless, land sales occurred and land prices
turned at around 1.5 million VND per cong; the leader we interviewed was one of the few who
obtained an official title, in his case for 3 hectares; in 2000, he was negotiating a title for 1
additional hectare of land that he was already cultivating). Migrants did not receive any other
support from the state: only transportation was paid and the initial promise that each family
would receive 2 to 3 million VND was quickly forgotten. Yet, while local farmers continued to grow
floating rice, the migrants double cropped rice from the start, with yields reaching 30 gia per
cong for winter-summer rice and 20 for summer-autumn rice, and could buy pumps by forming
groups of 3 to 5 families and then organise rotating water supply in small-scale units (see below).

At the same time, other under-exploited zones and fallow lands were colonised by wealthy farmers
who had taken sufficiently early notice of the new liberal environment (as far as the economy was
concerned) for their own profit (sometimes however confronting powerful—and unexpected—
competitors, as we shall see below).

In the late 1970s, Mr T. (who we have already discussed above regarding strategic hamlets,
buffalo livestock, and land) opened up fallow land around Canal 15, not very far from another
(future at that time) new economic zone. No authorisation was needed and quite a few farmers
cleared land and cropped floating rice along Canals 11, 12, 15, and 16. They received a 3-year
tax exemption (5 years in the new economic zone). Mr T. could cultivate 100 cong there,
although he already possessed approximately 200 cong near the Triton Canal. He received a
more or less formal land title relatively quickly, but he still plans to claim a formal title (under the
“post-1993 Land Law”) to obtain access to formal credit. Around 10 or so years ago, he was
forced to shift to irrigated double rice cropping under state pressure, more specifically under the
threat of having his newly opened lands confiscated (floating rice along the Triton Canal
continued until 1997 or 1998). A new factor came into play with the arrival of a Taiwanese forestry
company that was granted a huge concession (allegedly for 25 years) located on the west bank
of the Triton Canal, mainly in the Melaleuca swamp forest, by the Vietnamese state. Farmers who
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had fields in the area were expropriated without compensation: it was officially fallow land, but in
reality it was an area used for the remaining floating rice crops and buffalo grazing. In the
meantime, he invested in a pump motor in 1990 (but never worked as a water supplier) and in a
tractor. Remember that, prior to this, his main productive asset had been his buffalo herd, and he
bought the first tractor by 1994 or 1995. One can assume that the shift from buffalo to tractor was
a response to the loss of land—that is of grazing areas—caused by the arrival of the Taiwanese
forestry company. Beyond his individual trajectory (which his nice, huge house along the Triton
Canal symbolises), it is noteworthy that two of his four sons have a tractor and one has a thresher,
developing profitable entrepreneurial activities in the area. One of the sons who owns a tractor
inherited land from him near Canal 15 and participated in the clearing of the area, thus receiving
his own fields as well. The second tractor owner works only as a service supplier and has no farm.
One of his daughters married a farmer and watering service supplier.

Pathways to accumulation draw upon the nature of Region 2 as a kind of last frontier in the delta, or
at least as one of the last frontiers (the Plain of Reed is another). One important feature was the
possibility of breeding buffaloes and continuing an extensive cropping system based on floating rice,
both rendered possible by the availability of land. The second feature was based upon an early
commoditization of the economy, with the development of field crops such as watermelon. The period
following the first informal—then regularised by 1988 and 1993 laws—end of cooperatives (depicted all
to schematically by the words “collectivisation” and “de-collectivisation”) gave raise to further
strategies of (uneven) accumulation. Economic diversification, entrepreneurship in service supply (land
preparation, harvesting, threshing, watering) and the support or activation of extended family–based
networks made up the main features of these strategies, which we also encountered to a certain
degree in Region 2.

Paralleling this, the state endorsed a new role at the local level by trying to arbitrate disputes and
institutionalise arrangements between economic agents (as well as by playing an important role in
settlement policies). Yet, uncertainty as to the rules of the game remained high because of the lack of
clarity in legal texts, and the discrepancies and inconsistencies across administrative and political
levels—topics that were outside the scope of this research (as we indicated in the first chapter). Aspects
of local state action will be examined with regard to water politics in the next chapter.

New Cooperatives, New Canals, New Economic Differentiation
and the End of Floating Rice (1997-2000)

The trends we analysed for the 1990s, combining state control in a renewed form and a flourishing—
but unevenly shared—economic activity, remained in the foreground during this period. The new
crucial component of the agrarian landscape was the completion of the irrigation layout and the shift
of all of Regions 1 and 2 towards double-cropping and even triple-cropping in some limited areas of
Vinh Thanh Trung where a few pioneers had launched double-cropping in the late 1960s. The
interaction between state strategies and irrigation requirements gave rise to a new configuration as far
as cooperative policies and watering entrepreneurship was concerned. This will be the central issue
covered in the next chapter and thus, here, we will only outline the main developments in irrigation,
settlement, and cooperative policies in the two regions under study.

This phase of hydraulic work (1997-2000) was as dense as the years 1978 to 1982, especially in Region
1, as a result of 1994 Mekong Delta Master Plan proposals:

Seasonally deep floods inundate most of the area for extended periods. Other serious
constraints include soil acidity and salt water intrusion. The proposed project [the
secondary canal development project in the Ba The-Tri Ton area] seeks to alleviate these
problems to some extent, mainly through improved water control. Proposed interventions
include an extension of the secondary irrigation canal system, salinity control and the
construction of flood protection dikes and embankments (to delay flooding in a small part
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of the area only), with supporting water control infrastructures at field level (NEDECO-
MDMP 1994: 57).

Although both areas of inquiry belong to the same master plan zone, the implementation and
effects of this policy proved to be differentiated, which is in no way a surprise when one takes into
account regional dissimilarities and micro-diversity.

• Region 1: Diking Policy and New Cooperatives (1997-2000)

After a 5-year break (the secondary canals had been dredged in Thanh My Tay and the upper part
of Dao Huu Canh in 1992-93 in order to boost the development of maize cropping), the capacity of the
secondary canals was progressively improved from the western side of Dao Huu Canh to the eastern
part of Thanh My Tay, and tubes for both irrigation and drainage were installed in the dikes.
Simultaneously, higher dikes were raised in the upper part of Vinh Thanh Trung near the Bassac River
allowing triple-cropping, and a new electric pumping station was installed.

The main result of the completion of the canal and dike layout was (as described and analysed in
the previous chapter) the end of the floating rice–based cropping system (the last floating rice harvest
in Thanh My Tay was in 1999) and the generalisation of irrigated rice. While the shift from floating rice to
irrigated rice can be observed to have taken an east-west direction from the Bassac River to Canal 7,
and a west-east direction from Ranh Canal to Canal 7, there was also another north-to-south trend of
system switching that extended beyond the limits of the cross-section. The production of dry crops is
nowadays residual along Canals 7, 8, 12, and 13 where uplands are found. As already mentioned,
limited individual attempts at triple cropping were being made in Vinh Thanh Trung. However, experts
and state officials were very cautious regarding any extension of this cropping pattern and the higher
flood control associated with this option, for environmental and pest and water management:

The proposed project interventions are based on land and soil suitability, expected
economic returns and cost-effectiveness of required water control works and
constructions. They also take note of the MDMP-strategy for development based on
sustainability and environmental protection. This strategy implies:

for irrigation water abstraction: prevention of increased salinity intrusion by avoiding
additional fresh water intakes from the main river system during the critical low-flow period
from mid March to early May;

for flood control: maintain the fertilizing and acid flushing effects of floods and maintain
access of floodplain fish to spawning and nursery grounds in the deep flooding areas;

for cropping intensification: avoid continuous triple-rice cropping because of high
pesticide requirements, residues of which would contaminate the environment, affecting
people’s health, flora and fauna (NEDECO-MDMP 1994: 73).

In our villages, we observed the development of fish breeding, sometimes at the expense of rice
fields, especially those around houses (pond excavation officially requires authorisation from the
people’s committee). Duck and pig breeding increased as well. It is interesting to note that the
completion of the irrigation layout did not necessarily result in perfect homogenisation of farming
systems and peasants were still in search of new ways to innovate and diversify.

This was a period of institutionalisation of the relations between farmers (to be organised in new
cooperatives), private entrepreneurs, and the local state (as arbitrator of transactions and intervening in
case of conflict). Long-term (5-year) written watering contracts were enacted in Vinh Thanh Trung at this
time, providing more security and allowing long term investments by pump owners and farmers. Another
trend, encouraged by the state, was the formation of larger pumping units.

In 1997, Chau Phu district contained 15 fixed pumping stations covering an area of 2,020
hectares. 20,000 hectares should be covered by 2010. The installation of electric units was already
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technically feasible as the entire cross-section has had electricity since 1996 (along the Triton
primary canal). Electric pumping would imply a change in scale of water units: one pump from a
fixed station can irrigate 100 hectares whereas the watering capacity of one mobile unit ranges
from 5 to 20 hectares.

In the next section, we will describe these evolutions in detail, and how they are perceived at the
local level in terms of (loss of) flexibility in irrigation and drainage scheduling. As one informant pointed
out, “we will not control the irrigation calendar any longer […], the pumping service will be less flexible”.

Let us also say a word about the “new cooperatives” (see also: chapter 5 below). Restructured
cooperatives seem to have been conceived of by the state as the spearhead of the institution-building
policy it had been conducting for almost a decade. Nevertheless, quite similarly to what happened
with the successive land laws, the state’s legislative action acted to ratify orientations at least as much
as it did to define these orientations. In 1995, Kerkvliet wrote that:

[I]n recent years, an amazing number of new rural organizations have sprung up – an
estimated 30,000 by December 1992, which are ‘essentially voluntary and organized by the
population directly…’ (Fforde 1993: 73). They include many local credit associations, which
lend to peasants vital farming capital that the state’s banking system, though improving in
this regard, is not capable of lending. Other organizations build and maintain irrigation
systems, provide mutual aid, and construct roadways and other infrastructures. And across
the country there has been a resurgence of community religious groups, often formed
around village pagodas, temples, and meeting houses35 (Kerkvliet 1995: 87).

This “creeping pluralism” (in the sense of “multiple sources of social, political and economic practices
beyond the reach of the state” (Kerkvliet 1995: 86)) was, so to speak, in need of a legal framework or, at
least, institutionalising devices:

Giving up the concept of the agricultural cooperative as a collective economic
organisation and acknowledging the right of private farming, the new freedom of
association and voluntary membership required a general Cooperative Law. Only in
March 1996, after years of discussion, a general Cooperative Law has been adopted by
the National Assembly, which became effective in January 1997. Up to that time no
cooperative law has been existed (sic) in Vietnam. In the past, the legal environment for
agricultural production cooperatives was changed, sometimes drastically, on the basis of
government decrees and party resolutions (Wolz 2000: 8).

The objective seems to have been to create something new (in Vietnam) that was anchored in the
founding principles of cooperatives through a favourable legal environment. As Wolz further remarks
(ibid.: 9), local party and state officials remained important stakeholders with regard to new (or
transformed) cooperatives. Another aspect to emerge from our inquiry concerns the staff of these new
cooperatives: the composition of cooperative boards represents a strong element of continuity in the
local history of cooperatives (we shall analyse this in detail later). Moreover, the only “new cooperative”
in the cross-section derived from the aggregation of 3 former production groups that themselves
stemmed from the old-style cooperatives created in the 1980s.

• Region 2: Tractors, Debts, and Land Concentration (1998-2000)

In Region 2, the completion of the irrigation system and the end of floating rice and its associated
dry crops were also the primary expression of policy trends at the time. The digging of the present
canals was completed as early as 1991-93 in Nam Tay Son, and 1995-2000 in the rest (the western part)
of the district. In fact, in 1996, disastrous flooding occurred due to the completion of a big digging and

 
35 With regard to religion, the rebirth of Hoa Hao Buddhism in Region 1 is striking and, according to the latest district
statistics, Hoa Hao Buddhists apparently make up 76%, 60%, and 45% of the population of Vinh Thanh Trung, Thanh My Tay, and
Dao Huu Canh respectively.
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diking scheme in An Giang Province. The Rach Gia road was destroyed and serious salinity problems
arose in Kieng Giang Province, leading the state to response with a programme of dams on the main
canals (including Triton Canal) and the construction of a large dike and two parallel canals to the south
of Ria Gia-Ha Tien Canal (completed in 2000) that operates thanks to a sluice system that aims to
manage the salinity and acidity problems that the full closure of the delta would create.

However, these changes occurred without a similar institutionalisation of relations pertaining to water
management and pumping supply (it may be a matter of time and the basis of the comparison should
be the villages of Dao Huu Canh and Thanh My Tay where the switch in cropping systems was
completed roughly as late as in Region 2). Nevertheless, as we emphasised above, economic
differentiation seems to be greater and economic ties between big farmers, tractors owners and traders
on one hand and smallholders—often newcomers settled on the acid soils of the “new economic
zones”, sometimes belonging to the Khmer minority—on the other hand developed, giving way to
renewed forms of dependency and land concentration through debt repayment difficulties. It is no
wonder that, in this area, the tractor symbolises wealth for new settlers who have had to cope with a
very difficult economic and ecological environment.

Furthermore, the occupants of the “new economic zones” of the 1990s were not strongly supported
by the state (5-year tax exemptions, limited food supply) and they saw moneylenders arrive just when
rice yields began to increase (and the soil acidity in these newly opened land began to decrease).
They practised the system of “vente à réméré” described by Brocheux for the colonial period (1995: 71)
under which loans are secured by land titles. This system actually results in the sale of land to the
creditor. Landholding in connection with credit supply became a major—and rather conflictive—issue in
the area.

The local state (commune or district) also played a role as arbitrator in debt disputes which
automatically become land disputes. (How this actually worked needs to be carefully studied. This is
also the case with land conflicts. One should mention that two of the district land department’s officers
were recently arrested for corruption).

The historical sequence outlined in this section highlights strong micro-diversity and the specificity of
the Mekong Delta as far as development policy is concerned. Discrepancies between national turning-
points and local configurations can be interpreted in terms of the relative autonomy of local arenas
and the local state, which could also express a kind of “disarticulation” of administrative levels.

The impact of doi moi, particularly the shift towards a market economy, has revealed
facets of state-society relations in Vietnam that cannot be easily accounted for by the
model of mono-organizational socialism […] [under which] the Communist party controlled
and directed the operations of the state bureaucracy, armed forces, and mass
organizations by appointing party members to overlapping leadership positions in these
bodies. In this respect, party members were ‘dual role elites’. […] In a mono-organizational
socialist system the economy was organized as a centrally planned economy (Thayer
1995: 45, 54).

Even in the first years of the re-unification, and despite all restrictions and difficulties, such a
monolithic perspective cannot account for the diversity of situations and strategies our informants’
narratives highlight. The state was always “weaker” (Midgal 1988) and more heterogeneous than the
model. It is this debate on the nature of the “local state” and the working hypothesis of the autonomy-
disarticulation pair that we will now try to document (very partially) on the basis of the local politics of
water.
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Local-Level Water Politics

Two preliminary remarks are necessary. First, speaking of water politics instead of water
management is intended to shed light upon the contested nature of the water issue, involving social
actors and groups endowed with unequal resources and skills and carrying diverse individual projects.
Such an approach is at odds with a managerial perspective supporting the idea that the right
(technical and institutional) solution for any issue exists, and can be worked out with expertise and
participation. Second, the expression ‘local-level’ requires clarification. It by no means implies a focus
on a hypothetical locally-bound community as one could be led to assume from the phrase ‘local
politics’. (In fact, this debate was resolved a long time ago, see Swartz 1968.) It is, rather, an empirical
premise: the locus of observation (namely ‘our’ research sites) is ‘local’, which does not prevent ‘non
local’ actors or resources from interfering in the dynamics. Yet, as announced in the first chapter, we
had to limit the scope of our inquiry, and thus issues of (dis)articulation between levels of political
decision and administrative management will only be alluded to in a one-sided perspective ‘from
below’.

Here, we shall focus on the institutionalising processes arising from irrigation and drainage
‘necessities’, but shall avoid inferring too automatically institution-building and collective action from
technical and hydraulic factors. The study on innovation in chapter 3 (namely, the shift from floating
rice–based farming systems to the double rice cropping system) has already highlighted how tightly
inter-woven the reasons for change are and, thus, how powerless one-sided explanations are to
account for complex transformations. We will follow up this argumentative track in this chapter by
focusing out analysis on the arrangements that different groups of actors—defined as moving strategic
groups—work out, negotiate, enforce, or contest around irrigation and drainage. The diversity of
institutional solutions (broadly speaking: both social and technical) one can observe within a similar
context, even at a very local level (neighbouring villages in the same cross-section), will be the focus of
the following chapter. For this purpose, we will first concentrate our analysis on the village of Vinh Thanh
Trung where the widest range of situations was found. We will then enlarge this micro-comparison to our
other research sites.

Two major issues will be examined in relation to local-level water politics. The first is the classical
‘institutionalist’ issue of the relation between institution and organisation (North 1990, Ostrom 1990, 1992),
or, in other words, how social actors deal with the necessity of collective action (Olson 1965). Douglas
North makes “a crucial distinction” between institutions and organisations:

Institutions are the rules of the game in a society or, more formally, are the humanly
devised constraints that shape human interactions. […] Institutions reduce uncertainty by
providing a structure to everyday life. They are the guide to human interaction. […]
Institutions include any form of constraint that human being devise to shape human
interaction (and) informal constraints – such as conventions and codes of behaviour (North
1990: 3-4).

Like institutions, organizations provide a structure to human interaction. […] Conceptually,
what must be clearly differentiated are the rules from the players. […] [Organisations] are
groups of individuals bound in some common purpose to achieve objectives (ibid.: 4-5).

North further emphasises the interaction between institutions and organisations through a highly
strategic approach:
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Organisations are created with purposive intent in consequence of the opportunity set
resulting from the existing set of constraints (institutional ones as well as the traditional ones
of economic theory) and in the course of attempts to accomplish their objectives are a
major agent of institutional change (ibid.: 5).

This fundamental disjunction between institutions as sets of rules, and organisations as sets of players,
although enlightening to a certain extent, is empirically untenable. Elinor Ostrom acknowledges this at
least implicitly, despite a rather normative vocabulary, when she speaks of institutions as “the set of rules
actually used (the working rules or rules-in-use) by a set of individuals to organise repetitive activities that
produce outcomes affecting those individuals and potentially affecting others” (1992: 19). It is therefore
much more empirically fruitful and theoretically consistent to see institutions as sets of rules,
configurations of social actors, and arenas of power (Lund 1998: 27-28). In this respect, organisations are
more consistently to be seen as corporate institutions, standing at one end of a continuum of increasing
institutionalising of rules and roles.

Such a perspective, devoid of a rule-player dualism very reminiscent, albeit in a more dynamic way,
of the old actor-structure dichotomy, allows one to better grasp a basically diverse reality. Once again,
taking stock of the diversity of local solutions and interpreting their logics or, in other words, “the
empirical question of the conditions under which varying types and degrees of collective action are
found” (Wade 1993: 208) will be of major concern. Criticising authors like Foster (1965) and Popkin (1979)
who have “given great emphasis to the unimportance of the village as a focus of collective action and
sentiment”, Robert Wade, arguing for a micro or middle-range comparative perspective, further adds
that “questions of degree and difference have been overlooked by many writers on peasantry
because they have been so concerned to emphasise the difficulties of collective action” (ibid.).
Somewhat paradoxically, one could apply the same criticism to James Scott (1976) when he
emphasises a peasant rationality based on an all-compassing safety-first principle: such theoretical
reductionism prevents us from understanding how farmers—who are seldom only farmers—combine
different contextual logics of action. Furthermore, one must not forget that risk avoidance strategies
belong to the Schumpeterian entrepreneurs’ repertoire as well.

The second important issue, related to the first, is what role the state—or more specifically state
agencies—play in local water management. One central hypothesis to be tested is the extent to which
state bodies act as institutionalising factors by reinforcing the predictability of the game. When taking
this direction, one must not overstate the homogeneity and internal consistency of state bodies, or the
state’s hegemony in defining and enforcing rules. In the early 2000s, we are very far from the
bureaucratic policy or mono-organisational socialism models some scholars used to describe state-
society relations in communist countries (Thayer 1995). The typology B. Kerkvliet (1995: 65-67) proposes
can be helpful here. He identifies 4 major theoretical frameworks in the social and political science
literature on Vietnam; these frameworks are situated along a continuum, the opposite ends of which
are the “bureaucratic polity” or “mono-organisational socialism” models that give the most power to
the state (or party state), and a conceptualisation that makes “room for social pressures and demands
on the state” and in which “[p]ushes and pulls, influences and counter-influences may indeed be
channelled through official organizations [as assumed by William Turley’s intermediary model of the
“mobilizational authoritarian” corporatist state], but […] are also expressed through petitions and other
methods on the margins of what is officially sanctioned and even through public protests and uprisings
that directly confront agents of the state” (ibid.: 67). A second intermediary model (the third in
Kerkvliet’s classification) emphasises the state’s weaknesses and society’s strength, along the lines of
Joel Migdal’s model (1988):

[D]ue to insufficient resources and other inadequacies, the actual administrative capacity of the
state to co-ordinate programs and implement policies is considerably less than what a dominating state
would require […] [a] weak administrative structure combined with […] a ‘penetrating civil society’
helps to explain the contrast between what the state claims and what actually occurs. At a time when
the state was supposedly planning and running the economy, for instance, black markets were
common (Kerkvliet 1995: 66).
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However helpful such a typology may be, it tends to overstate the state-society frontier. Furthermore,
the line of reasoning remains relatively dualistic, if not overly static, by emphasising the relative strength
of the state compared the relative weakness of society in what amounts to a zero-sum game. What it
fails to investigate is the heterogeneity of state bodies, and policies, as well as the forms of
(dis)articulation between political and administrative levels, namely the vertical dimension of state
heterogeneity (see for Thailand, Hirsch 1989, Kemp 1981, 1988). One can assume, as a working
hypothesis, that “non-state” mechanisms, shaped by social networks and clientelistic ties, fill the gaps in
between. Finally, entanglements between state and society in the form of cross-cutting social networks
and strategic alliances, or individual carriers are another (crucial) factor blurring boundaries. With
regard to this last aspect, one of our hypotheses was that we would observe different entrepreneurial
trajectories in function of whether or not individuals resorted to state positions or relations. In the end,
what stands out from our inquiry is an embedding process of state bodies and officials in local arenas,
expressed by the diversity of institutional situations one encounters at the local level, as well as by
entrepreneurs’ crossing state-society boundaries.

Vinh Thanh Trung: Entrepreneurship and Institutional Diversity

The Rice Commodity Chain: an Outline

Economic liberalisation (the sale of the means of production formerly belonging to cooperatives and
the reform of rural credit) allowed a new group of traders and entrepreneurs selling services to farmers
to emerge. We will first focus on the case of Vinh Thanh Trung (Hauswirth 2000) where irrigated rice has
the longest history and where the array of actors and institutional arrangements is the broadest. Without
detailing the organisation of rice commodity chain, we can distinguish three sub-sectors according to
their positions in the production and labour process:

(1) ‘Upstream’: input supply. Farmers buy equipment in local second hand markets or in the cities of
Long Xuen and Chau Doc. Chemicals (pesticides, herbicides and fertilisers) are available from
village markets. Seeds are exchange between farmers or bought from seed supply centres such as
the Song Hau experimental station in O Mon District.

(2) ‘Downstream’: rice processing and sale. The rice commercialisation system is based on a
multiplicity of local collectors (or traders) with whom contracts are passed at harvest time for a
certain amount of product. These traders act as middlemen between farmers and state export
companies. Some of them live in the villages, others come by boat from other villages, districts, and
even provinces. They are very often integrated in a chain of brokers, working for a larger broker
and not directly for the export company. During these transactions, other operations (husking,
polishing) can be carried out by specialised state or private firms or by exporters. A few private
traders were granted export licences from the state. They do not seem to play any role in credit
supply at the local level.

(3) Operators intervening in the production process itself: from levelling and tilling to harvesting and
threshing. The main tasks here are land preparation (levelling, tilling), watering (drainage and
irrigation), and threshing. A few operators also offer husking services (but there is a husking factory
in Vinh Thanh Trung).

In this chapter, we will focus mainly on the third category of entrepreneurs who operate in local
arenas, and on irrigation and drainage suppliers in particular.

Land Preparation

For the first rice crop (winter-spring, dong xuan), 3 modalities of land preparation are used:
– no land preparation (rare),
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– levelling without prior ploughing (the most frequent case), levelling taking place in 20
centimetres of water, and

– ploughing and levelling (frequent, and in function of weed pressure and cash availability), the
ploughing done by tractor in 20 to 30 centimetres of water.

For summer-autumn rice (he tu), ploughing is systematic. It is done on dry fields and the gap
between ploughing and levelling is longer than for the first crop. Levelling is done after watering the
field, followed as soon as possible by sowing (see Lienhard 2000 for a detailed description of cropping
operations).

Three groups of operators were identified (there is no state agency in this domain):

(1) Farmers who keep oxen or buffaloes and occasionally provide friends, family or neighbours with
land preparation services; their supply depends on their own labour and time schedule constraints.

(2) Big farmers who own 1 to 3 small tractors and ploughs at their disposal and whose activities as land
preparation entrepreneurs provide the largest share of their income; they operate themselves or
hire engine drivers who are paid a percentage (usually 12%).

(3) The new cooperative able to provide a collective service for a surface of 120 hectares where the
cooperative will dispose of a monopoly of intervention from 2000; the person in charge of this
activity is an employee of the cooperative.

The second group is the largest. Entrepreneurs work according to demand over a scattered area
(they do not have any preferred zone where they work regularly), working 100 hectares or so in total.
The supply of 4-wheel and 2-wheel tractors exceeds the demand, making the wait for a tractor short
(less than 4 days) and competition between suppliers, strong. Contracts are always oral (except in the
cooperative area). The means of production are used differentially, according to several parameters:

– Big tractors are used for levelling large upland fields. They are not well suited to small pieces of
land and lowland fields. The advantage of big tractors is their rapidity.

– 2-wheel tractors and oxen are well suited to all contexts.

Levelling is paid for according to the number of ‘turns’ (one turn is one ‘back and forth’ over a given
surface): 25,000 VND per cong for a tractor (one turn is enough), and 5,000 VND per cong for oxen
(several turns are necessary). In the first year of irrigated rice after floating rice, levelling costs 4 times
more than the maintenance required in following years. For ploughing, the price is between 80,000 and
120,000 VND per cong per hour and between 30,000 and 50,000 VND per cong per hour for a two-
wheel tractor.

It seems that when oxen are used, farmers always pay just after the harvest, but they negotiate
longer delays with tractor-owning entrepreneurs: only 20% pay after the harvest. One can reasonably
assume that, in the first case, farmers turn to people who are kinsmen, neighbours, or friends in addition
to being professional entrepreneurs, and this would explain the different arrangements made.

Threshing and Husking

These activities never constitute the main source of revenue for the entrepreneurs that undertake
them. They generally supplement farming and other entrepreneurial activities. Land preparation
operators do not cover a predefined and bounded area, but rather contract individually on scattered
surfaces. In rare cases, a supplier works for the 7- to 8-person water users’ group to which he belongs, on
a service exchange basis (1 day’s work for 1 day’s work), provided that all group members harvest at
the same time.

Threshing is often in close connection with harvesting, which explaining why the payment, in kind, is
generally proportional to the surface harvested (120 to 140 kilograms of rice per hectare, whatever
surface is processed), and not to the quantity of the harvested rice. Sometimes, however, the price is
not proportional to surface area when the entrepreneur has to work on small fields: in this case, one
entrepreneur told us that he used to demand 40 kilograms of rice per cong, instead of the 140 kilograms
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per hectare he would demand for larger fields. There are no written contracts between threshing
operators and farmers.

• Irrigation & Drainage Operators and Contracts

The institutional arrangements around water issues in the commune are extremely diverse and one
can attempt to classify them according to the parameters below that refer to the contracting parties,
the equipment used, the object of irrigation and drainage operations, and the arrangement itself:

– the surface area of the intervention;
– the pumping supplier’s position with regard to the water users with whom he works (does he own

fields in the area or not?);
– the type of pumping unit (mobile or fixed, electric or diesel);
– the water users (individuals, water users’ groups, cooperatives);
– the contract itself (oral or written, duration, price and payment modalities, decision-making

process regarding watering operations, degree of negotiability of contract clauses); and
– the forms of arbitration and arbitrators (and how well they are foreseen in the contract).

Five categories of situations using these parameters were identified in Vinh Thanh Trung (with possible
combinations of pumping sources):

(1) Private operators who work on limited surfaces (a few hectares) where they own their own land:
they share costs (oil, gasoline; 5,000 to 8,000 VND per litre) with the other farmers in the zone but are
not formally paid. In some cases, the services are paid for per pumping hour (6,000 VND per hour).
This type of contract is very flexible and negotiable, and need not be declared to the people’s
committee. Irrigating days are decided jointly by water users; each of them must help with the
passage of water downstream and there is often a clause regarding drainage. (Thanks to a tube
installed in the dike, one of the operations (irrigation or drainage) is usually done by gravity.) When
the pump owner fails to irrigate the whole surface or is absent for a few days, he must find
somebody to complete irrigation or replace him. These arrangements are often linked with other
self-help and cooperation practices and the group of water users remains the same for land
preparation and threshing. Sometimes, the water users’ group’s use is officially acknowledged,
even though the pump remains the property of the supplier.

(2) Private operators who own mobile petrol pumping units and work with individual farmers on the
basis of annual contracts (2 cropping seasons): In this case, the contracts are written, individual
(each member of the water users’ group signs a contract with the supplier), and declared to the
village people’s committee. They specify the first date and frequency of irrigation. Prices are
negotiated before cropping but paid after harvesting (around 20 kilograms of rice per cong and
per cropping season). There is sometimes a drainage clause: the price remains the same but petrol
costs are shared. The initiative for entering into contracts seems to be taken as often by water
suppliers as by water users. In case of disputes, the people’s committee allegedly acts as arbitrator
and judge but we did not encounter any cases of intervention by the people’s committee and the
only conflict we heard of (for this type of institutional arrangement) was resolved amicably. The
water suppliers mostly work alone, sometimes resorting to wage labour the help bring water to the
fields.

(3) Private operators who provide farmers’ groups with irrigation and drainage on a larger surface
(around 100 hectares): They resort to stationary petrol pumping units (possibly with additional
mobile pumps) and generally have two to three employees. This category is the most frequent.
Contracts are negotiated for 2 to 5 years without any associated services or any possibility of price
revision during the duration of the contract (except in poor harvest years or when the suppliers’
responsibility is engaged: when no agreement is reached, the people’s committee intervenes to
assess whether the supplier has done his job properly). Payment is systematically made after the
harvest, and payment is sometimes made in kind (between 68 and 75 kilograms of rice per cong
and per year). A distinction is sometimes made between uplands and lowlands, the lowlands
needing less water and therefore invoiced at half price. The decision-making process for irrigation
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dates can vary from negotiation (when the surface area concerned is small) to individual decisions
by the water supplier. Once a decision has been reached, sowing and watering dates are
announced by the supplier. One can find associations of entrepreneurs sharing the area to irrigate,
and cases where pumps are owned by several people and the actual operators pay a share to the
investor.

(4) Collective operators, either groups of co-producers or new cooperatives that have bought a fixed
electric pumping unit as a group: Irrigation and drainage are handled by an employee of the
cooperative. This situation is not very different from the second situation (above) in which a farmer
who owns a pump is paid to irrigate and drain the lands of the members of a producers’ group to
which he belongs. The difference is that, in this case, the operators are employed by the groups to
which they belong (and are not paid for the service). In fact, private operators can have an
interest in structuring the group of water users with which they themselves work as producers’
groups in order to be exempted from taxes (one flat-rate tax linked to the surface area they
irrigate, and a proportional tax in function of their commercial profits).

(5) Public operators who manage the electric pumping station that has three available motors (1,400
cubic metres per hour each) and covers 600 hectares: The only case in this category is the unit
implemented in 1978 between Canals 1 and 2. The agent in charge of the station is appointed by
the state hydraulic company. Pumping prices are fixed and non-negotiable (40 kilograms of rice
per cong per cropping season, and an additional 20 kilograms for upland fields requiring one
additional pumping operation). The contract covers a 5-year period and the irrigation time
schedule is defined by the station manager after consulting a few leading farmers and prominent
members of farmers’ unions, and is then officially announced. There are no additional clauses in the
contract. Farmers sign the contract every 5 years without any bargaining space. Sluice keepers
employed by the station receive a commission (5%). Competition for drainage in the area irrigated
by the company is organised between private and state companies by the people’s committee.

The typology we have outlined so far must be seen as dynamic and linked to state policy turns,
individual trajectories, and cooperative history. Although 1989-1990 was a turning-point for water policy,
elements of longer continuity can be brought to light.

(1) The hydraulic network built in the late 1970s and early 1980s structures water management
constraints as well as the constitution and spatial distribution of water management groups.

(2) The mode of operation of pumping units in the 1980s was partially reproduced after the decay of
cooperatives in the informal privatisation of water supply described above.

(3) The current equipment originates in part from the cooperatives (through auctions and more
informal forms of appropriation).

(4) Most of the private operators and leaders of producers’ groups and new cooperatives are former
leaders of (old style) cooperatives.

(5) The owners of small pumping units (under 15 horsepower) and buffaloes  have not been effected
by the water policies implemented since the 1980s.

Nevertheless, new entrepreneurs, who do not seem to be linked to the local state apparatus or
cooperative management, have been emerging, competing with the former cooperative leaders
reconverted in private businessmen (see below for biographies of some of them). For now, suffice it to
say that the social biographies of private entrepreneurs and former cooperative leaders deserve to be
carefully documented in order to assess the extent of the differences between the two groups. It is
worth noting that kinship ties between associates are frequent in both cases, allowing a model of family
enterprise to emerge. It is also noteworthy that no new private operators have settled in Vinh Thanh
Trung for the past 4 years. Entrepreneurs seem to be “local”, as we did not see any broad movements of
settlement or investment by outside private capital owners.

Furthermore, the combination of services (water plus threshing and husking) by the same operator or
within the same enterprise is very rare (there were only 2 cases of this in Vinh Thanh Trung) due to labour
constraints and farmers’ economic relationship diversification strategies. The relative weight of these two
lines of explanation is difficult to assess but one can nonetheless make the following remarks:
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– Land preparation is to a certain extent dependent on water supply: the sowing date is set in
function of the first irrigation date announced by the water supplier, and farmers therefore do
not have much time to complete land preparation. The concentration of sowing dates in a
village results in a similar concentration of land preparation, done over a few weeks, whereas
water is supplied throughout the entire cropping season.

– Harvests, and thus the threshing, are spread over a longer period compared to sowing. This is
intensified by the diversity of rice varieties. Husking can be done throughout the year.

– There is thus no real incompatibility due to time constraints between these operations.
Nevertheless, even though private land preparation or irrigation and drainage entrepreneurs
often possess threshing or husking machines, operators that offer both land preparation and
water supply are extremely rare. We met only two. One of them explained that he was a pioneer
in irrigated double-cropping, and was obliged to do both himself. He added that he worked for
a water users’ group on a limited surface of 23 hectares, and can furthermore call on an
abundant family labour force. He stopped this double activity ten years ago. The second case is
one water supplier (working on 70 hectares) who bought a tractor and hired a driver for land
preparation. This lasted two years before he gave up and sold the tractor and plough due to the
extension of the water users’ group and the corresponding increase in the quantity of labour.

– In addition to labour constraints that limit the possibility to cumulate land preparation and water
supply activities, we identified farmers’ strategies of services supplier diversification. Irrigation
entrepreneurs acknowledge that, although they have threshers, the farmers for whom they work
do not call on them for threshing, but prefer to call on someone else. A large chunk of threshing
contracts are expressed in quantity of paddy per surface unit and the water suppliers know the
sizes of fields perfectly (and often they possess nearby lands), thus leaving farmers with little room
to negotiate prices. Another reason could be related to the fact that water contracts are signed
under state supervision; in this respect, the farmers’ diversification strategy could also represent a
form of “exit option” outside the sphere of state control.

The Other Research Sites: Regional Institutional Diversity

Despite the policy of controlling and institutionalising water management (see below), the diversity
of arrangements remains great, ranging from oral irrigation contracts with shared pumping costs to the
contracts linking farmers with the state electric pumping station and the pumping station with the
provincial authorities. The diversity between the villages in the cross-section is also great. The degree of
institutionalisation and state regulation is much lower in Dao Huu Canh and Thanh My Tay where
irrigated double rice is much more recent: the contracts there are oral, renegotiated every year, and
often between individuals (there is no new cooperative in either village).

In Nam Thai Son, there is no new cooperative and there does not appear to be any water users’ or
producers’ groups. All pumping suppliers have rice plots. Hence, categorising them as “full-time” or
“part-time” operators only reflects the dominance of one or the other activity.

(1) “Fulltime” operators work on surfaces of 10 to a maximum of 20 hectares at village level, trying to
reduce distances and avoid overly small plots. They also look for contracts for one crop or, more
generally, one year. They often bought their pumps on credit or, less often, in land sales. They
sometimes work “per irrigation”, and in this case, their prices are higher then those applied by part-
time pumping suppliers (10,000 VND per irrigation per cong plus petrol compared to 7,000 VND). For
the upland plots located on upland that require more water, pumping suppliers prefer to establish
contracts.

(2) “Part-time” operators are farmers who occasionally—when they have the time—provide family
members or neighbours with pumping services, often on the basis of one irrigation (and not annual
or crop contracts). Part-time pumping suppliers are “price takers” and get information from their
full-time colleagues—hence, the high variability in the prices of the members of this category. There
is a continuum between these farmers and the “rank-and-file” farmers who have all had an
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occasion to supply water to a friend or a neighbour for money or other payment in kind. There are
also cases where family members act as pump users’ groups, sharing the maintenance and petrol
costs.

In Vinh Thanh Trung, the following features differ from those in Nam Thai Son:
– There are no contracts covering more than one year although both parties almost always say

that they will work together for several years (without specifying how many) when they sign
contracts. Contracts are renewed tacitly, but the farmers have the right to break the contracts
before the second rice crop.

– There are no written contracts (we encountered only one, between Khmer settlers and pumping
suppliers: the inequality of the relationship—because of debts—could explain the entrepreneur’s
demand for written contracts).

– Pumping suppliers are not registered as entrepreneurs.
– State representatives do not intervene in the negotiation or formalisation of contracts.
– Pumping suppliers generally work in association with one colleague who guarantees the service

in the case of incapacity.

Supplying pumping services is not seen as a symbol of wealth or economic success and the large
entrepreneurs and wealthy farmers we spoke with never mentioned pumping services as a viable and
exciting economic alternative (and in fact had offered these services only  very temporarily, if ever).
Reinforcing this, a majority of farmers now have pumps (the first bought his for dry cropping in the 1980s).

Furthermore, this activity requires one to be very available as the pumping suppliers must also come
at night when asked to do so. Significantly, farmers often say that the water supplier must come at night
even for one hour of irrigation, although this never happens. This is probably a way of emphasising the
low social status of the job as seen locally. When a dike breaks and the farmer is not present, the
irrigator must stop pumping to repair it (he does not, however, usually participate in canal dredging or
dike maintenance). Farmers have comparatively fewer obligations, the main obligation is to inform the
irrigator at least 2 days before the operation.

• Corporate and Non-Corporate Institutions: Irrigation and Decision-Making Processes

The farmer–pumping supplier relationship constitutes the nexus of the water management issue at
local level, and it is interesting to see how decisions and norms regarding prices and contract contents
are established among pumping suppliers , and how decisions and norms regarding the choice a
suppliers and technical decisions (irrigation, ploughing, sowing) are established among farmers. In both
cases, one striking feature is the absence of open negotiation and discussion (this is not the case in Vinh
Thanh Trung where the Farmers’ Union seems to play an important role by organising meetings,
although a minority of farmers can make their views prevail in these meetings). Things seem to work
“without being said”. This is not completely true but reflects the fact that there is no formal time and
place to meet and discuss the decisions. Things work informally through everyday practices and
encounters. Decision-making regarding service prices is severely constrained by the massive supply of
pumps. The reasons farmers give for choosing one pumping supplier over another are that they know
him, they have already worked with him, he has a good reputation, and he is not far away. Farmers’
choices regarding technical operations are constrained by time, especially between summer-autumn
rice (he thu) and winter-spring rice(dong xuan) when the amount of time available for the successive
operations between the harvest of the first rice crop and the sowing of the second crop is very short,
and the constraints (and needs for coordination) are high (transfer of acidity between plots and
destruction by rats). For dong xuan sowing, the main constraint is the end of the flooding, a factor that
does not require much discussion before decision. The decision-making process is described by the
farmers as extremely simple: one of “them” suggests a sowing date and the others agree to irrigate the
day before so that they will all have approximately three days (the maximum amount of time before
rats become “dangerous”) to sow. An interesting element is the fact that the “group” of deciding
farmers is never defined with clear-cut boundaries. Rather, it is a core group of neighbours who do not
exactly correspond to a water-management unit, and thus the choice informally “diffuses” beyond the
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group. This contributes to the elusiveness of the notion of village in the area and should be explored
further, for instance alongside the research of anthropologist Jean-Pierre Darré on the production and
diffusion of local knowledge (Darré 1996).

Social Biographies of Irrigation and Drainage Entrepreneurs

These biographies and biographical excerpts should by no means to be viewed independently of
their context. One should also avoid any tendency to overstate the rationality and consistency of the
subjects and/or  the rationalisation after the fact of situational adjustments, even if they all were the
result of rational thought.

The purpose of this section is, rather, to highlight from a different perspective and in a dynamic and
actor-oriented manner, the interactions between the state and society and the difficulty of drawing
clear-cut boundaries between “them”.

Mr D.'s grandparents were petty traders and had a small peace of land in the area located
between Canals 2 and 7 (Region 1). His parents owned 2 hectares. In 1977, they had certificates
issued in the name of an aunt living in Can Tho (who in return had herself declared that she did
not own any land there) in order to lower the impact of land expropriation and cooperativisation.
During this period, Mr D's family had 1.4 hectares in one cooperative and 0.6 in another. He
himself worked there and on the land that was in his aunt's name (never in work groups). In the
late 1980s, he eventually recovered all the land that had been redistributed (4 congs). To repay
the land user for the land levelling he had done, Mr D. allowed him to cultivate the land for two
more years. He began his irrigation activities in 1990 on 70 hectares, at first with the temporary
help of his father, and in association with his brother-in-law (his sister's husband). They bought a
motor pump in 1990 and had two employees. They bought a second the following year and
hired two more staff. In 1992, the association split up and they each had three employees,
working on approximately 100 hectares each. One of his own employees was his wife's brother
and another was one of her cousins.

Before 1990, the area he later worked on was irrigated by the former director of a cooperative
and people's committee member in 1985-1986 for 90 kilograms of rice per cong per year. The first
private entrepreneur who came proposed 80 kilograms. Several suppliers succeeded him (one of
them fell into the canal drunk and was drowned) and he won the contract thanks to his powerful
pumping unit (65 horsepower compared to his predecessor’s two 7 horsepower motors). The first
contracts were for two rice cropping seasons. Prices tended to fall over the years due to severe
competition (generally from 2 or 3 other suppliers from surrounding villages, but there was no hint
of large entrepreneurs working over broader areas): 75 kilograms per cong per year in 1994, and
68 in 1995, when the first five-year contracts were established. Upland fields where additional
pumping was needed (and done by the farmer) paid half price.

In addition to irrigation, he offers threshing services with two machines he bought in 1991 and
1998 (20 kilograms per cong per cropping season). He also owned a tractor from 1995 to 1998
and hired a driver during that period. The fact that he gave this activity up rather quickly tends to
confirm that irrigation and land preparation are not easily compatible. In 1993, he bought one
hectare of land from his brother-in-law and, in 1997, converted rice fields into a fish pond.

This case illustrates pathways to accumulation taken outside the state sphere (this does not mean
without any relation to state institutions or representatives). It also highlights how strategies of
accumulation rely on family relationships and networks, and tend to be diversified (irrigation, threshing,
land preparation, fish breeding, land accumulation, etc.). Last but not least, the years 1985-1990 show
that, although former cooperatives leaders were in a very favourable position to take over irrigation
means and activities, they did not systematically succeed in these tasks because of other factors
(technical knowledge and economic capital, social capital, social networks, etc.).
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We have already met Mr K. in the discussion of local agrarian history. He is as a successful
innovator and accumulator settled in Vinh Thanh Trung near the Bassac River (see pages 29 and
58). We left him when he signed the first five-year irrigation and drainage contract of the area in
1989. Before this time, he had only lost 35 congs of the 6 hectares of land he possessed. At the
end of the 'old-style' cooperatives, he offered to share the land equally with the land user in order
to repay him for his investment in land development. The latter refused, preferring to buy the field.
Mr K. eventually recovered the land in 1995 in a sale for which he had a pre-emption right as the
former owner.

He signed a new water contract in 1994 (for 47 kilograms of rice per cong per cropping season,
but farmers actually paid 80 kilograms per year. (See below for a discussion of the discrepancies
observed between contract norms and pragmatic rules.) At that time, and when the second
contract ended in 1999, no competitors stood against him. From 1994 onward, he was assisted by
his nephew who was progressively taking over the business. In the meantime, the uncle had also
given up land preparation activities. Nowadays, he only works as irrigator on his own and his
neighbours' fields. All in all, he and his nephew work on 88 hectares, with the help of kinsmen and
4 hired workers. They use three 15 horsepower pumps and one 12 horsepower pump. They only
contract with individual farmers for there are no producers' groups in their area (and only a few
credit groups). In 1999, their prices were 35 kilograms of rice per cong per year. In 1997, the
nephew tried to extend his activities to the village of Vinh Quoi (2,817 hectares), but dealing with
two distant zones turned out to be too difficult and he gave up after two years. His current
projects are twofold: (1) start two electric pumping stations in 2000 in connection with the state
policy of triple cropping (irrigation prices would increase to cover digging in drainage canals co-
funded by the people's committee (that is, by the farmers) and the district); and (2) take over the
irrigation and drainage supply on 17 hectares in the same village where the water supplier is
struggling to get paid his 90 kilograms of rice per cong per year.

The familial dimension of entrepreneurship is crucial in this case as well. Economic diversification
strategies are also essential. The main difference with the previous case is based on the relation to the
state. Mr K came through the expropriation-redistribution era rather successfully, which cannot be
separated from the fact that he, his son, and his nephew took up positions on cooperative boards and
in farmers' unions. One can assume that their future plans with regard to the state-implemented electric
station will also be supported by such connections.

Mr C. and Mr L. are brothers-in-law. Mr L. was director of a cooperative in Vinh Thanh Trung in the
early 1980s. Mr C. was a shopkeeper. Together, they bought the irrigation equipment of a
cooperative when the cooperatives were dismantled (in 1990) to offer water service on two
contiguous areas located along the Triton Canal (125 hectares). Between 1986 and 1990, 5
different irrigation suppliers had succeeded each other in the area. Mr C. began with three small
pumping units (12, 12, and 15 horsepower) and invested 2 million VND in a drainage canal. The
first contracts were signed for 2 cropping seasons at 80 kilograms of rice per cong per year.
During the first 4 years, he always had to face competition and, in 1994, he proposed a five-year
contract for the first time. His proposal of 78 kilograms per year was underbid by another private
irrigator who proposed 75 kilograms. He reduced his price to match his competition and won the
contract. Each contract is signed by 5 farmers' representatives. He tolerates some fraud (farmers
located at the edge of "his" area fraudulently pumping water) and lowers prices when harvests
are bad.

In 1998, the An Giang Province state hydraulic company decided to build an electric irrigation
station halfway between the two fixed pumping units owned by the two brothers-in-law. The
hydraulic company did the preparatory work (concrete, sluices) without consulting farmers and
reached a price agreement with the provincial power station. According to Mr C., the farmers
were not consulted and prices were twice what he could afford to offer. He wrote a protest letter
to the people's committee on behalf of "his farmers". A meeting was set up between the farmers,
pumping suppliers, and representatives of the people's committee. The decision to stop the work
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was eventually reached. The hydraulic company demanded its money back but the farmers
refused. Legal action was taken and lost by the state company that would not be repaid for the
preparatory work. However, the idea of an electric station was not rejected, and farmers would
have to pay for electricity at the state power station price. The people's committee invited
farmers and pumping suppliers to create a joint producers' group to support the investments. 20
people participated in the action, including Mr C. (20 million VND) and Mr L. (35 million VND that
he obtained by selling 2 of the 3.5 hectares used to own in the area), gathering one third of the
required sum (the entire investment apparently amounted to 550 million VND). The station’s main
canal, initially dug by the former cooperatives, was thus widened and its management was
taken on by four members of the producers' group, paid by the two brothers-in-law (400
kilograms of rice per cropping season). They then only provided complementary watering
services in the areas that the station has difficulties reaching or when the water level does not
allow the electric station to function. The station operations and management did not convince
the farmers, and two board members (former cooperative leaders) were accused of
mismanagement. The station had the capacity to irrigate 270 hectares (120 hectares nowadays)
but this would have required costly excavation work and a modification of canal design at the
expense of cultivated fields.

The producers' group (26 farmers on Mr C.'s side and 22 on Mr L.'s side) was created partly on the
basis of a credit group born in 1992. Farmers who invested in the station pay 60 kilograms of rice
per cong per year, and those who did not invest pay 70 kilograms (and the farmers located in the
lowlands requiring drainage pay 30 kilograms). These fees are used to remunerate the 4
employees and the 2 brothers-in-law for their services. The remaining profits are distributed
according to the capital invested. Recently, the people's committee has begun pressuring the
farmers to transform their co-producers' group into a new model cooperative. Mr C. refuses. He
sees this change as a potential loss of material ownership and income (his membership in the
producers' group exempts him from paying the pumping tax). Mr L., whose social biography is
different (he is a former cooperatives leader and current member of the Farmers' union), holds
the opposite opinion and negotiations have been launched to reach an agreement.

The few cases presented here are not quantitatively representative but their significance should not
be underestimated. Rather than treating social biographies like purely individual trajectories, we chose
to show the interaction between life histories and historical contexts in order to interpret forms of
entrepreneurship. It seems—but should be further investigated—that an element of continuity exists as
far as individual relations to state bodies are concerned. This can also be seen in the case of the new
Vinh Thanh Trung cooperative, the (pre)history of which was presented above (pages 57-58). This
continuity is not only a matter of individual strategies, but is also closely linked with changes in state
policies. The continuity in the leadership of the old cooperatives, then producers’ groups, and now new
cooperatives reflects these institutional changes. This continuity is also anchored in the physical
continuity of irrigation schemes.

The Local Embeddedness of the State

The state is represented by a complex set of bodies at the local level: people's committees, the
communist party, mass unions (especially farmers' unions), and state companies (irrigation, dredging,
rice husking, and trade). Furthermore, levels are hierarchically differentiated, from hamlets to provinces,
and, for instance, the status of canals varies according to the administrative boundaries that the canals
cross. This has implications for the maintenance policy and funding.

However, the characterisation of these bodies as state institutions is somewhat misleading, or at least
does not reflect the ambiguities in modes of representation and the interplay between political and
administrative bodies such as people’s committees, state development and technical services, the
communist party, and mass organisations. Moreover the social biographies of members of these bodies
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also express these interactions (see in particular the rather frequent custom of double or even triple
membership in the people’s committee, the communist party, and the farmers’ union).

The case of the current president of the Vinh Thanh Trung farmers’ union is exemplary in this
respect. A Viet Cong soldier before 1975, he became president of the Chau Doc youth
association in 1976, president of the district youth association (belonging to the Fatherland Front,
a mass organisation organised in a corporatist manner and close to the communist party) in 1978,
and then general secretary of the province youth association and director of the province’s state
mining company in 1982. In 1983, he attended a party training course and, in 1985, was
appointed general secretary of the communist party in My Duc, a nearby village. By 1986, he
had become the general secretary of the party at district level. In 1989, he became vice-
president of the district farmers’ union. Although he retired in 1990, he was nevertheless in charge
of the Vinh Thanh Trung farmers’ union when we carried out our fieldwork.

• Institutionalising the Action of Local State Bodies

As far as water policy is concerned, we must note the role of mobilisation played by the farmers'
union, especially in the formation of producers’ groups (around credit or irrigation) and currently the
new cooperatives. The village people's committee acts as an arbitrator in the negotiations between
groups of farmers and private entrepreneurs. Guided by an overall concern for the hydraulic planning
of the Mekong Delta, water policy is a matter of economic development and social and political
control. It influences the local politics of water by aiming at institutionalising the negotiation processes,
and does so in different ways:

(1) by encouraging written contracts;

(2) by providing farmers and entrepreneurs with a formal framework for negotiations (contracts must
be signed by local state representatives, and they mention the mutual obligations of the
contracting parties);

(3) by favouring the groups of producers (initiated by 1991) and co-producers (collectively investing in
equipment) at the expense of individual farmers, and now the new cooperatives (created by the
law of 1997) at the expense of the other collective forms which are seen as the first step for the
creation of cooperatives; and

(4) by trying to integrate private entrepreneurs in collective organisations, limiting economic
competition, and encouraging long-term contracts (5 years) allowing more efficient investments on
both sides (one must also note falling prices for pumping services in the last 10 years).

The following excerpts of case studies carried out in Vinh Thanh Trung shed light upon the role of
state agents in the contract negotiations between a private entrepreneur with a fixed pumping unit
and farmers’ groups.

Formal procedures do exist. The people's committee must call for tenders for water contracts. The
different proposals are presented by the hamlet headman during a public meeting organised by
the people's committee and bringing together local political representatives (generally the
hamlet headman, the communist party hamlet secretary, a farmers' union representative and/or
a state hydraulic service officer), the candidates for the irrigation contract, and, officially, all the
farmers of the area. Very often, only producers' group leaders and a few farmers attend these
meetings. Not only are the water suppliers’ different projects discussed and negotiated but also
the suppliers’ former performances (and those of their colleagues) are critically examined. The
minutes of the meeting record the names of the participants, all the proposals made, and the
vote results. It is signed by the hamlet headman, the competing water suppliers, and the meeting
secretary, but significantly not by the farmers. It is sent to the people's committee for approval,
and then a contract is established between the entrepreneur and the farmers, listing all the tasks
and responsibilities of both parties. In case of conflict, arbitration and inquiry are required from
the people's committee. The farmers can also organise a vote to break the contract (a majority
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of two thirds is necessary for this; we did not encounter any actual cases of this happening).
Beyond its official duty as arbitrator, the people's committee often orients the selection of
candidates. The few conflicts where the intervention of the people's committee was required
give us clues as to its actual role. In two cases (bad harvest: demand by the farmers; non-
payment of the service: demand by the irrigation supplier), no official judgement laying the
blame on one or the other side was issued. In two other cases, farmers did not pay the price
stipulated in the contract. However, this price—95 kilograms of rice per cong and per year—was
more than 20 kilograms more than the usual price. It would seem that the people's committee
informally admitted that the farmers were right and that supplier's price was too high. This would
suggest that official contracts are enforced as long as they do not depart too strikingly from the
practical norms governing the relations between farmers and irrigation suppliers.

Regarding the role of the state, Vinh Thanh Trung also appears to be a special case or possibly the
spearhead of what could be an overall trend converging toward state institutionalisation of negotiation
and collective action. However, when looking at Nam Thai Son, the contrast is striking as far as pumping
supply is concerned. Pumping supply works outside any state intervention—and seemingly without any
serious conflict. The presence of the state is much stronger for hydraulic schemes and the organisation
of migrations, which imply higher levels of decision (especially the province level). Two major—and
interacting—issues, namely land and debt, currently require the involvement of the local state—
commune and district—as arbitrators in an increasing number of conflicts. The empirical evidence of
state action is, here, insufficient to allow one to reach any firm conclusions. The main questions appear
to be:

– What kind of policy orientation underlies the conception of its role as an arbitrator, especially
when land concentration and economic polarisation are at stake?

– What discrepancies are there between these normative rules and the pragmatic rules (Bailey
1969) that state representatives enact when they are involved in disputes?

The echoes we heard of such conflicts give us clues that tend to show that informal arrangements,
lack of transparency, and room for bribery are widespread features, especially as far as land issues are
concerned.
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Conclusion:
Economic Liberalisation, State
Control, and Land Confusion

Many observers emphasise the fact that the 1990s economic liberalisation in Vietnam did not mean
any weakening of the role of the state (Diglio 1998, Kerkvliet, B. & D.J. Porter 1995). This conclusion also
stands out at first glance in the case studies we led in the Mekong Delta. The forms of state intervention
may be categorised as follows:

– supporting “development” through infrastructures (canals, dikes), credit (banking system reform)
and organised migrations;

– defining agricultural choices (mainly the development of double or triple rice cropping);
– securing the institutional environment (by issuing land titles, validating water contracts,

supporting farmers’ organisations and cooperatives); and
– arbitrating conflicts of interest (around land, debts, water).

Although they do not claim to be fully representative, the case studies presented here highlight how
locally differentiated state action can be. These differences can result from:

different situations in terms of cropping systems, the development of hydraulic schemes, land
pressure, etc.;

1. different policies to deal with the specific contexts; and

2. the embeddedness of the local state (i.e. the strategies and interpretations of local state
representatives).

The array of economic operators is not the same from one locality to the next, and their trajectories
and strategies are not equally linked to—or equally independent of—state actors and institutions.

Furthermore, state and non-state actors’ logics are strongly influenced by the “nature” of the
Mekong Delta as a frontier full of fluidity and movement—movement of populations, ideas,
techniques—making quite tricky the state’s tasks of managing development and controlling
populations quite tricky. The dynamism of entrepreneurship is strong and influenced by widespread
individualism. Moreover, the notion of locality reveals itself to be completely at odds with the North
Vietnamese corporate village. Social logic seems to be dominated by (1) neighbourhood relations, and
(2) family networks much more than it is by any geographically bound feeling of community.
Nonetheless, this does not mean a lack of any feelings of identity. The difficult integration of new settlers,
especially when they are Khmer or north Vietnamese, raises question about the forms of access to
“local” or “village citizenship” in the Mekong Delta (in terms of rights, duties, and identity).

These observations would have to be much more systematically documented through empirical in-
depth studies. The following topics and research lines seem promising in this respect:

– land issues (land market, land transactions, land concentration) becoming more and more
crucial as the nexus of economic differentiation mechanisms at the local level (the link between
land and debt has to be explored);

– the (lack of) articulation between the different decision-making levels (commune, district,
province, state) and the room for manoeuvre at each level and between state agencies in
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relation to the need for planning and global regulation of water flows, water needs, and salinity
intrusion;

– institutional and political brokerage (see case studies in Thailand: Moerman 1969, Le Meur 2001,
or in African contexts: Perry 1977, Lund 1999) and the (lack of) information dissemination with
regard to public policies (see in this respect the roles of intermediation fulfilled by cooperatives,
mass organisations such as the farmers’ union, and the communist party);

– the logics of entrepreneurship, their historical roots, and their collective dimensions
(embeddedness in social networks and extended families), and their forms of diversification, with
a focus on interplay with the state; and

– the definition of a village in the Mekong Delta (if there is one). We cannot but quote, here, P.
Brocheux’s book for the last time:

What solidarity remained became [in the colonial and postcolonial periods] focused upon the
enduring structure of the extended family. In Nam Bo, family has been at the core of networks of mutual
aid and cultural activity. Always present in traditional patron-client relations, today it is employed by the
communist party. During the French colonial period, the family rather than the village was the
underpinning of the ideological discourse of the landlord class (1995: 211).

This line of research should be further elaborated with regard to the building and functioning of
cooperatives and producers’ groups (see Evans 1995) as well as in the field of everyday agricultural
practices, as a central component of local social structuring and with regard to development policy
issues (significantly, the book Le village traditionnel au Vietnam (1993), written by Vietnamese scholars, is
almost exclusively devoted to the North Vietnamese village).
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Annex: Map of Research Sites
(Long Xuyen Quadrangle)

Source: adapted from the Long Xuyen quadrangle map in NEDECO-MDMP (1993)
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The Local Politics of Land and Water
Case Studies from the Mekong Delta
Expériences et procédés.
This document takes a historical view of the relations between
individual and collective actors in local water management in
the Mekong Delta in southern Vietnam. It identifies and analysis
the genesis and operation of institutional arrangements, forms of
organisation, rules, and standards and contracts regulating
access to natural resources, in particular water and land, in a
context of agrarian colonisation and progressive anchorage
of the State. Emphasis is placed among other things on conflicts,
why they emerged or did not emerge, the players involved,
regulation modalities, and the role of the authorities in
arbitrating disputes. The analysis of these process is done
through an exploration and understanding of farming logics,
changes and innovations in agricultural activity systems, and the
insertion of forms of agriculture in a network of social and
economic ties with entrepreneurs providing agricultural services.
Beyond this, this document situates these analyses in the larger
framework of the evolution of Vietnamese agricultural policies
and evaluates their real weight in the various national ruptures
in the local political economy (colonisation, Vietnam war,
south-Vietnamese regimes, unification) and the decisive stages of
the national agricultural policy (contract 100 in 1981, doi moi
in 1986, contract 10 in 1988, and land tenure reform in 1993).

Ce texte traite dans une perspective historique des relations entre acteurs
individuels et collectifs de la gestion locale de l’eau dans le delta du Mékong au
sud du Vietnam. Il s’agit d’identifier et d’analyser la genèse et le fonctionnement
des arrangements institutionnels, formes organisationnelles, règles, normes et
contrats réglant l’accès aux ressources naturelles, en particulier l’eau et la terre,
dans un contexte de colonisation agraire et d’ancrage progressif de l’État.
L’accent est entre autres mis sur les conflits, les raisons de leur émergence ou de
leur absence, les acteurs impliqués, les modalités de règlement et le rôle des
autorités dans l’arbitrage des disputes. L’analyse de ces processus passe par
l’exploration et la compréhension des logiques paysannes, des changements et
innovations dans les systèmes d’activité agricole, de l’insertion des agricultures
dans un réseau de liens sociaux et économiques avec des entrepreneurs
fournisseurs de services agricoles. Au-delà, il était important de situer ces
analyses dans le cadre plus large de l’évolution des politiques agricoles
vietnamiennes, avant d’évaluer à leur juste place le poids effectif des différentes
ruptures nationales dans l’économie politique locale (colonisation, guerre du
Vietnam, régimes sud-vietnamiens, unification) et les tournants de la politique
agricole nationale (contrat 100 en 1981, doi moi en 1986, contrat 10 en
1988, réforme foncière de 1993).
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