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Abstract- This study reviews Vietnam's agrarian policy since Doi Moi and examines the impacts of 

these policy shifts in one village of the Mekong Delta. In Vietnam, agrarian policy changes since Doi 

Moi in 1988 have gradually led to the intensification of rice production and high-value food 

production, including prawns and fish for export and the domestic market in the Mekong Delta. But, 

the benefits have been unevenly distributed among farmers. In particular, farmers with small land 

holdings have faced many difficulties. This study reveals that in the study village, prawn and fish 

farming has, in general, failed due to the high risks that can occur in raising them either in the field or 

in a fish pond, under the intensification of rice land utilization. 
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Abstract- This study reviews Vietnam's agrarian policy since 
Doi Moi and examines the impacts of these policy shifts in one 
village of the Mekong Delta.  In Vietnam, agrarian policy 
changes since Doi Moi in 1988 have gradually led to the 
intensification of rice production and high-value food 
production, including prawns and fish for export and the 
domestic market in the Mekong Delta.  But, the benefits have 
been unevenly distributed among farmers.  In particular, 
farmers with small land holdings have faced many difficulties. 
This study reveals that in the study village, prawn and fish 
farming has, in general, failed due to the high risks that can 
occur in raising them either in the field or in a fish pond, under 
the intensification of rice land utilization.  

 

ice is a traditional plant of Vietnam and is 
presently the most important plant in the country. 
Rice land occupies 44 percent of the agricultural 

land, with the cultivated rice area comprising 61 percent 
of the farming area, and 80 percent of Vietnamese 
farmers are rice farmers (Bong 2011). In Vietnam, 
everyone eats rice every day, whether they have low or 
high incomes, and whether they live in rural or urban 
areas, making rice the most crucial food of the 
Vietnamese people. 

Due to the importance of rice, in the past the 
Vietnamese government always prioritized rice 
development as a central objective of rural development 
and invested heavily in setting up infrastructure, 
especially irrigation systems, to facilitate this. During the 
past 30 years in many regions of Vietnam, soil was 
improved to create fertile areas for growing rice, 
especially in the Mekong Delta. Additionally, the 
government turned its attention toward investing in 
science and technology, as well as agricultural 
extension for rice productionfor farmers. Over the past 
20 years, Vietnam's rice production has reached 
impressive levels, ending food shortages.  Beginning in 
1989, Vietnam exported about one million tons of white 
rice. From 1990 to 2010, its rice production increased 
from 19 to 40 tons of rice, and its rice exports  increased 
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from 1.6 million tons to 6.7 million tons of white rice per 
year, even though between 2000 and 2010, the land 
area devote to rice production was reduced by 380,000 
hectares (Bong 2011). The average rice yield in the 
country increased from 3.18 tons per hectare in 1990 to 
5.3 tons per hectare in 2010 (Bong 2011). Since 2002, 
Vietnam’s average rice yield has been the highest of any 
ASEAN country, with over half a million hectares 
achieving a yield of more than seven tons per hectare in 
the first crop of the annual rice cycle, which is the 
highest rice yield in the world at present (Bong 2011). 

Although those achievements are remarkable, 
paradoxically, the rice farmers are still some of the 
poorest people in the country, with an excessively low 
standard of living; moreover, the rice growing regions 
are still underdeveloped (Bong 2011). These problems 
have received considerable attention from policy makers 
at various levels, including high level leaders, as they try 
to promote policies to improvethe lives of the farmers 
who have contributed so much in terms of food 
production for both national use and to export to the rest 
of the world.  

This paper presents a case study of attempted 
agricultural intensification and diversification in a village 
in the Mekong Delta of Vietnam, focusing on thepositive 
and negative impacts of Vietnam’s agrarian policies 
since “Doi Moi” as they have played out in the study 
village. The ultimate goals of the paperare to inform 
Vietnamese policy makers and other development 
practitioners about the benefits and constraints faced by 
farmers in implementing this agrarian policy and to 
suggest the need for further work by Vietnamese policy 
makers. 

 

Vietnam’s “Doi Moi”economic reform policy 
began in earnest in April 1981 with the Vietnamese 
government’s Contract 100 Policy. Under Contract 100, 
the state did not specify that farming households had 
long term use rights to specific parcels of land. Products 
continued to be distributed to households according to 
the number of days they worked for the cooperatives 
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(Kerkvliet 1995). In 1988, the state implemented a new 
policy, Contract 10, which put in place long term land 
use rights of 10 to 15 years duration.  In addition, 
Contract 10 freed prices of rice and agricultural inputs, 
privatized the distribution of inputs, reduce land tax and 
provide farmers with more freedom of choice in the 
crops they grew.  After 1989, farmers were no longer 
required to sell a contracted amount of rice to the state, 
and both internal and external trade was liberalized 
(Jamal and Jansen 2000:25). As Vietnam experienced 
the economic liberalization of the 1980s, its agricultural 
development policy shifted from collectivism to the de-
collectivization of agriculture, i.e. the farm household 
was defined as an “economic unit of production” with 
the authority to operate (Werner 2002).  Since that time, 
the means of production in rural areas has almost 
completely reverted to the household through the 
restructuring of agriculture. Arable land, formerly 
belonging to agricultural cooperatives, has been 
allocated to individual farm households with long-term 
“land-use rights.” Other foci are rural industrialization 
and the modernization of agriculture (i.e. introducing 
advanced agricultural machinery, technology, and 
management techniques to develop production and 
consolidate and improve production relations).  This 
process can be divided into two periods:  "before 
renovation" (i.e. mechanization + large-scale collective 
= great agricultural production) and "in renovation" (i.e. 
including the mechanization of agriculture, irrigation, 
building rural infrastructure and the transition of the rural 
economic structure to include rural industry and services 
as well as agriculture) (Cuc 2003). In the 1980s, the 
irrigation system was improved in the Mekong Delta and 
particularly in the study village Thoi Lai. Finally, in 1988 
the complete version of the Doi Moi policy emerged, 

resulting in the first rice surplus in 1989 as well as the 
first rice exports from Vietnam in September 1989. 

The direction of the Doi Moi policy was clearly 
reflected in the government’s new slogan: “Rich people, 
a strong nation and an equal, democratic and civilized 
society” (Đảng CSVN 2006). The implication of this 
slogan was the government’s intention to change its 
approach to development. The new policy was intended 
to establish a market economy in Vietnam and actively 
integrate Vietnam into the world economy, while 
maintaining the country’s socialist political orientation 
(Khai 2001). The country’s new economic approach 
introduced privatization and refocused the economy 
from a state-planned to a market economy. As a result 
of Doi Moi (literally, “renovation policy”), in  general, the 
country switched from a closed economy to a more 
open economy, accepting foreign investment as well as 
promoting exports of Vietnamese products. In terms of 
agricultural policy, apart from the promotion of rice 
exports, the government also attempted to re-organize 
the socio-economic system of the nation in order to 
intensify rice production.  Beginning in 1988, the means 
of production were either auctioned back to individual 
farming households or given back to their former 
owners. This recognition of private ownership of the 
means of production created another incentive for 
farmers to invest in the acquisition of farm equipment for 
rice intensification; during the same period, rapid 
agricultural diversification occurred in the central plain of 
the Mekong Delta (Le Coq et al. 2005). Diversification 
efforts focused on available market opportunities (Xuan 
2002:115). In 2000, the government issued an official 
authorization to further restructure agricultural 
production in the suitable ecosystems of the country to 
improve income of farmers (Xuan 2002:115). 

Table 1 :  Selected Agrarian Policies of Vietnam, by year 

Policy Year Implemented Description of Main Goals 

Agricultural 
Collectivization 

1976 Farm collectivization in the Southern Vietnam and using high 
yielding rice varieties to increase rice production 

Irrigation System 
Improvement 

1980-1990 Expanding the rice land areas from increasing the numbers 
of rice crop within a rice field in a year round 

Contract 100 April 1981 Renovation of agriculture and rural area concerning allocation 
of rice to group and laborer. 

New Land Law Passed in 1987; 
enforced in1988 

Farmers granted long term “land use right”. 

Contract 10 April 1988 Renovation of agriculture management, allocation of land to 
farming families. 

Intensification& 
Diversification 

1988 The means of production were either auctioned back to 
individual farming households or given back to their former 
owners. This created incentive for farmers to intensify rice 
crops, during the same period, rapid agricultural 
diversification took place in the Mekong Delta. 

Active Land Law  1993 The Government allocated land to households and 
individuals for their long use with 5 rights: conversing, 
transferring, renting, inheriting and mortgaging. 

Rural Development 2000s Government Banks provided loans to farmers to fund 
investment in high-tech agriculture and agricultural business. 
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