The Regional
Poverty Assessment
Mekong River Region

March 2004






Acknowledgement

The Regional Poverty Assessment - Mekong River Delta was funded by UNDP
and AUSAID. This report pulls together qualitative poverty assessments using
information from the provincial participatory poverty assessments and
quantitative analysis based on data from the VHLSS and other studies and
sources of information such as data of the Rural and Agricultural Census 2001,
National Health Survey 2002 (VNHS), Labour and Employment Survey 2002 and
Survey of Population Dynamics.

We would like to express sincere thanks to the People’s Committees of Dong Thap
and Ben Tre provinces, provincial bodies such as Department of Labours, Invalids
and Social Affairs; Department of Planning and Investment; Department of
Agriculture and Rural Development; Department of Health; Department of
Education and Training, Fatherland Front, Women’s Union and Youth
Organisation; the People’s Committees; local government agencies, mass
organisations, schools and people of Tam Nong district, Phu Hiep and Phu Tho
communes, Thap Muoi district, Thanh Loi Commune (Dong Thap province) and
Thanh Phu district, My Hung and Thoi Thanh B communes, Mo Cay district, Thoi
Thanh commune (Ben Tre province) for their valuable support in conducting the
Dong Thap and Ben Tre Participatory Poverty Assessments (PPA).

Particular thanks are to the PPA team from Long An Primary Health Care Center
staff — Dr. Le Dai Tri, Tran Trieu Ngoa Huyen, Le Cong Minh, To Thuy Huong,
Nguyen Nhat Quang, Nguyen Thi Thanh Binh, Nguyen Thi Nhan, Nguyen Le
Hanh Dung with the support from local officers involved in HEPR program at
province, district, commune and village levels; and Dr. Le Dai Tri for writing the
PPA report. Ms. Nguyen Thuc Quyen (UNDP) oversaw the PPA.

Special thanks are to Ms. Sarah Bales (UNDP-AUSAID consultant), Ms. Pham Lan
Huong (CIEM) and Mr. Juan Luis Gomez (UNDP) for quantitative poverty
assessments using data from the VHLSS and other studies and sources of
information. Ms. Sarah Bales and Ms. Pham Lan Huong (CIEM) have drafted and
finalised the report with support from Mr. Nguyen Tien Phong (UNDP). Mr. Paul
Kelly and Mr. Tim Mcgrath (AUSAID), a number of officials from Mekong
provinces/participants of the Can Tho workshop organised by the AUSAID-
supported MDPA (Mekong Delta Poverty Analysis) project, 23 October 2003, have
made valuable comments to the draft report.

il



v



Abbreviations

ADB Asian Development Bank

CHS Commune Health Station

CPRGS Comprehensive Poverty Reduction and Growth Strategy
FDI Foreign Direct Investment

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GSO General Statistical Office

HCMC Ho Chi Minh City

HDI Human Development Index

IMR Infant Mortality Rate

IPM Integrated Pest Management

IUD Intra-uterine device

MDPA Mekong Delta Poverty Analysis

MRPA Mekong Regional Poverty Assessment
NCSSH National Centre for Social Sciences and Humanities
PPA Participatory Poverty Assessment

PTF Poverty Task Force

R&D Research and Development

TFR Total Fertility Rate

UNDP United Nations Development Program

VDG Viet Nam Development Goal

VHLSS Viet Nam Household Living Standards Survey
VLSS Viet Nam Living Standards Survey

VND Viet Nam Dong

VNHS Viet Nam National Health Survey

VOV Voice of Viet Nam (radio)

VTV Viet Nam Television



vi



Acknowledgement

Abbreviations

Foreword by the Poverty Task Force
Executive summary
1. Introduction

Table of Contents

1.1. Objectives of the regional poverty analysis.........ccccoveeicininiiiiininiiiiieccees

1.2. Participatory Poverty Assessment (PPA).........ccccccovviimiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinieen
1.2.1. Methodology of the provincial PPAS.............cccccocvvivivivinininiiiiiniiininiiiiiiiiiiii,
1.2.2. The two PPA provinces and 1esearch COMMUNES.............ccccvvvviveuroiniiieeinisieeininiieeininas

1.3. Limitations of the PPA..........cccccoiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

1.4 Structure of this TEPOTt ........ooiiiiiiiiiiii

2. Trends and Patterns of Poverty

2.1 Poverty and food poverty rates..........cccccovuiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiiii
2.2 The rural-urban divide .........cccoooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii
2.3 Poverty Incidence by Gender..........c.ccuiiiriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiceiiieceree e

2.4 Poverty Incidence by Ethnic Group .......ccoccceeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiicieeeceeec e

2.5 Depth of pOVerty ......ccooveuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeees
2.6 Explanations for improved well being and reduced poverty
2.7 Inequality......ccovvuiiiiiiiiiiiiiii
2.8 Explanations for income inequality..........cccccccoiniiiiiiniinnn
3 Characteristics of the Poor

3.1 Poverty Profile .........ccceeiiniiiiiiniiiiiiiiiiiiieiin

3.1.1 EMPIOYMENt ....ccoovvviviviiiiiiiiiiiiciciiicicisisisisisiii
3.1.2 Educational attainiment............ccocececveirveecinneeininneiinines
3.1.3 Family and demographic characteristics ...........c.ccoecevvvvvivuenee.
3.1.4 Land and Other ASSetS..........ccccvvvvciriieciniiiiciiiiieiininas
3.1.5. EERIICHY oo

4 People's participation in poverty reduction

Current implementation status of Decree 29..........ccvvveveveueueucnnn.
Problems hindering effectiveness of Decree 29..........ccccevvvueuninnes
Local poverty assessment .............ccoeveveveriierericiiiiiiiiiiciciicicicieinas

5 Basic service delivery and targeting

5.1 EAUCATION. ceutiiiiiiiiniiiciie e e

5.1.1 Enrollment in general education............c.ccccvvvvvnnninininn,

5.1.2 Early school drop-outs and low rate of continuing on to secondary education...................

5.1.3 Assistance for edUCation...........c.coovvvvivivininininnininininiiiin,
5.1.3 Adult literacy is somewhat neglected...............cccocovvvivininiinn.

5.1.4 Vocational education/training underutilized, especially by the poor .............ccccocevvvninnnee.

5.2 Health care for the poor.........cccocuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

5.2.1 High levels of access to health care.............ccccooevvvivvciinnnes
5.2.2 Reproductive health not far behind the nation ........................

5.3 Safe water and sanitation...........ccccceviiiiiiiiiiiiiii
5.4 Agricultural extension Services.........occcvvvuiiriiniiiiiiiniiinnns

5.4.1 Problems with government agricultural extension services....
5.4.2 Informal sources of agricultural extension............c.c.ccoecvveue.
5.4.3 Expressed needs of the poor for agricultural extension ...........

5.5 HOUSING ...uvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii s

vil



5.6 Credit..ccciiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 56

5.7 Job placement (EMpPlOYMENt) SEIVICES ...c.ouuterureerrieienieeriieeniieenieeenireesreeesieeesreeesireenns 57
5.8 Production and transportation Infrastructure development.............ccccceevvvnnnniininnnn. 57
5.9 Public administrative services and refOrms .........c.ccoeeereeriieriiieneeneenieneeeeeeieeen 59
6 Vulnerability 61
6.1 Disabilities, chronic diseases and financial assistance for health..........cccccevivviiivinnenniinns 61
6.1.1 Health insurance cards and exemptions/reductions for the poor .............cccevvvvvirinennne. 61
6.1.2 Hurdles to implementation of health care for the poor ..............ccccevvivivivcinincciniiiicnnn, 62
6.2 Natural and personal disasters and relief assistance .............cccoceveiiiiiiiiiniiniiiin, 63
6.2.1 DHSASEEY TOLIES ...ttt 63
6.2.2 ASSISIANCE fOT NOUSTNG ...v.vvvviiiiiiiiciiiiiciict s 63
6.3 Failed investments, indebtedness and 1andlesSSness .........ccuevvevveniieiiinviiiiiniieiieieeeeenns 64
6.4 50CHal SALELY NEL ..ccuviiiiiriiiiiiicie ettt e 65
7 Urban poverty and migration 67
7.1. Seasonal MIGTAtion .........cocuiruerueenieeniienieenee ettt ettt saeesaee e sene e 67
7.1.1. Seasonal Migration within the Mekong Delta ReQion............ccvvvvvvivivvvviiiiiiniiiiiennnas 67
7.1.2. Seasonal Migration to Other ReQIONS..........cccccvviviviiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiiiiiccitsieest e 67
7.2. Long-Term MIGTation .....c...cocuiruieriieniienieenie ettt et sttt e e s e sanesene e 68
7.2.1. Long-Term Migration to Ho Chi Minh City and Other PTOUVINCES ............cccccccvvirveiininna. 68
7.2.2. Long-Term Owverseas Migration Through Labor EXport Programs............ccccvveenininnas 68
7.3 Positive Impacts and Potential Problems with Migration...........cccecciiniiiiiinniinnn. 69
7.3.1. POSTHIVE THPACES ..ottt 69
7.3.2. Potential ProbDIEmIS.........cccovuiuiiiiiiiiiiiiiciciiicicieic 69
8 Environment 71
8.1 Perception of environmental protection by local people.........ccoceuvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiininnnn. 71
8.2 Current Situation and Problems. ........cccceeuiriiriieniienienienee ettt 71
8.3 Incentives for Improved Environmental Protection and more Sustainable
Natural RESOUTICE USE ......couiiuiiiiiiiiiriiiieie sttt ettt st et sne s 72
9 Progress in Achieving the Viet Nam Development Goals (VDGs) in the Mekong Delta.. 74
9.1 Reducing the percentage of poor and hungry households ...........cccoccveiiriiiiiiinniiinnn. 74
9.2 Ensure pro-poor infrastructure development ............cccocuveerveeniieiniieniieeneeenreeeneeenns 75
9.2.1 EICCHVICIEY w.vvvvevevetcectetctetete ettt e 76
9.2.2 ROAA ACCESS ...ttt 76
0.4 JOD CTEALION ..evvvvvvvererieeeeieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeereeeeeeeeeeeeesesesssereseseresesessssreseressssresererererererererererees 77
9.5 Universalize education and improved education quality ...........ccccvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnn. 78
9.5.1 Primary and lower secondary enrollments............cccoeeveeverereieieieieisiieceeeeeee e 78
9.6 Reduce infant mortality, child malnutrition and birth rates.........cccccevveerieniervenneenen. 80
9.6.1 INfAnt MOTEALIEY ...t 80
9.6.2 Child MAIRULTTHON ..ot 81
9.6.3 Reducing Dirth TALES.........c.cvoveveveieiiiiieieicicieeicteteee s 82
9.6.4 Contraceptive prevaleniCe TAES...........covvvviiivieeiiiiiiieisietieics et 82
9.7 Improve reproductive health ........coceeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieerecrececc e &3
9.7.1 Termination Of PreUATICY ........coevevevereieieieieteieteieie ettt 83
9.7.2 ASSISted ACIIVLIY ..cuvvvvviieciieiiiceee et s 84
9.8 Develop culture and information, improve the spiritual life of people .........cccoccuveeennee 85
9.9 Ensure environmental sustainability ..........coceevveereeneenieniiennieeneeneeseeee e 86
9.10 RedUCE VUINETADIIEY ..ce.veerutieiieiiieieeite ittt ettt sttt ettt et 88
9.11 Ensure gender equality and women empowerment ..........cccccoovemueeiiieeeiinninnnnicneeennnn. 90
REFEIEIICES .....venviuienriiieiiett ettt ettt st ettt ettt st et et e b see et e sbeesnesnesaeennesreennens 91
APPEIAIX A Lottt ettt e b bt e st e e bt e st e e s baeenbbeesbeeenes 93

viii



Foreword by the Poverty Task Force

In May 2002, the Government of Viet Nam finalized its Comprehensive Poverty
Reduction and Growth Strategy (CPRGS) and embarked on a process to make the
CPRGS a reality at local levels of Government. Through information campaigns
and a series of regional workshops, officials from key national ministries have
been explaining to representatives from local authorities how local level planning
processes could be made more pro-poor, more evidence-based, more outcome-
focused, better aligned to resource allocation decisions and better monitored.

While the CPRGS sets national objectives, policy making at both the national and
provincial levels needs to take into account the local dimensions of economic
growth and poverty reduction. During 2003, members of the Government-donor-
NGO Poverty Task Force (PTF) have supported the Government by carrying out
regional poverty assessments in the seven regions of Viet Nam. These draw on a
range of data sources to paint regional-level pictures of poverty. Analysis of the
2002 Viet Nam Household Living Standard Survey (VHLSS 2002) is used to
discuss regional trends in poverty and social outcomes over time. Additional
qualitative data from a series of participatory poverty assessments is used to
capture dimensions of poverty that are poorly described by quantitative data. This
information has been particularly valuable in investigating progress in promoting
good governance and local democracy and these participatory poverty
assessments are also being published separately. Where available, the regional
poverty assessments also draw on official data sources produced by provincial
authorities.

The discussions, and the new information emerging from the regional poverty
assessments, are expected to build capacity at local levels of Government and to
inform the preparation of the next provincial plans. Though the actual field work
has been carried out only in two provinces in each region, the processes
surrounding the fieldwork have already drawn in officials from other provinces
in the region. These will form the analytical basis for a substantial agenda of
future dialogue and work on the development of pro-poor planning processes at
both central and local levels of Government. These poverty assessments have also
been used to update knowledge and fill analytical gaps in the CPRGS, to inform
the preparation of the CPRGS Progress Report and to assist the Government in
establishing a strong monitoring framework for parts of the CPRGS that currently
lack clear indicators.

Across the regions of Viet Nam, seven external development partners have
worked with teams from national and local government organizations, with local
NGOs and research institutes and with international NGOs to produce these
poverty assessments. It is hoped that these partnerships will continue as the PTF
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supports the Government in the challenge of making the CPRGS meaningful at
the local level.

This report entitled “The Regional Poverty Assessment - Mekong River Region”,
funded by UNDP and AUSAID, pulls together (i) qualitative poverty assessments
using information from the Ben Tre and Dong Thap provincial participatory
poverty assessments by a team of the Long An Primary Health Care Center staff,
led by Dr. Le Dai Tri and (ii) quantitative analysis based on data from the VHLSS
and other studies and sources of information by Ms. Sarah Bales (UNDP-AUSAID
consultant), Ms. Pham Lan Huong (CIEM) and Mr. Juan Luis Gomez (UNDP).
The main aim of the report is to provide the analytical basis for the work on the
development of pro-poor planning processes at both central and local levels.
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This report pulls together qualitative poverty assessments using information from
the provincial participatory poverty assessments and quantitative analysis based
on data from the VHLSS and other studies and sources of information such as
data of the Rural and Agricultural Census 2001, National Health Survey 2002
(VNHS), Labour and Employment Survey 2002 and Survey of Population
Dynamics. The main objectives of the assessment are to:

e Obtain updated information and insights on the poverty situation and
specific dimensions/issues of poverty in the Mekong Delta region to fill
analytical gaps that will help the government target assistance in order to
reach Viet Nam Development Goals and priorities stated in the
Comprehensive Poverty Reduction and Growth Strategy (CPRGS).

e Assess current patterns of participation in local decision-making, service
delivery to the rural poor and urban migrants, coverage by social
assistance programs.

e Analyse the effectiveness of current government policy measures, their
implementation and service delivery mechanisms for the poor and discuss
measures for improving them.

The PPA was implemented in three communes each of the provinces of Ben Tre
(representing the coast) and Dong Thap (representing the provinces of the Plain of
Reeds) through interviews and meetings with local people and leaders based on a
research framework and methodology commonly developed and adopted by the
Poverty Task Force. The following techniques were used to collect data:
household interview, focus group discussion, case study, wealth ranking, time
trend and social mapping. The team used triangulation methods to analyse
problems/issues from different angles expressed by villagers, by government
officers, and from secondary sources.

Recent increased rate of poverty declines but urban-rural
and ethnic gap remains

Poverty rates in the Mekong Delta are relatively low, ranking 6th among all
regions, but the large population in the 12 provinces of the region means that the
absolute number of poor people in the region is still very large. Between 1992 and
1998, the Mekong Delta saw slower poverty reduction and income growth than
other regions of the country leading to concerns that the region was losing its
competitive edge. The results of the 2002 VHLSS indicate that in contrast to the
slowing pace of poverty reduction for the rest of the country, poverty reduction in
the Mekong Delta has been quite rapid with a decline from 37% to 23% in the
general poverty rate between 1998 and 2002 and a correspondingly large
reduction in food poverty as well.
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Evidence from the PPA in Ben Tre and Dong Thap is consistent with these findings
as evidenced by greater ability to purchase consumer goods, better infrastructure
and overall declining number of households considered poor and hungry.

Poverty reduction between 1998 and 2002 was more rapid among urban dwellers
leading to an increase in inequality between urban and rural areas, although the
urban-rural gap in the Mekong Delta remains smaller than in other regions of the
country.

Poverty reduction among male-headed households was more rapid than among
female-headed households, although the proportion poor among female headed
households is lower than for male-headed households. Possible explanations
given for this phenomenon are that female headed households have migrant
husbands sending remittances back home so living standards are relatively high.
Patterns in reduction of poverty among ethnic minorities in the region are
somewhat complicated. Between 1993 and 1998, poverty reduction among ethnic
minorities in the Mekong Delta was more rapid than among the Kinh/Chinese.
However, between 1998 and 2002 general poverty rates came down much less for
ethnic minorities (primarily Khmer) than for the Kinh/Chinese majority.
Nevertheless, ethnic minorities in the Mekong Delta region seems to fare much
better than ethnic minorities in other regions when examining indicators for level
and depth of poverty or rate of change between 1998 and 2002.

Not only have poverty rates fallen, but the depth of poverty has also declined as
poor people's expenditures per capita increase to not far below the poverty line.
The large number of people not far below the poverty line in 1998 may be one of
the main factors explaining the recent rapid decline in poverty.

Explanations for improved well-being

There are numerous explanations for improved well being in the Mekong Delta.
Officials interviewed in the VHLSS 2002 attribute it primarily to changes in
agricultural policies, non-agricultural job expansion and low inflation. PPA
findings put more emphasis on:

« improved infrastructure

« education

« government policies

« job expansion

« price stability and improved agricultural terms of trade

« more favorable climate with no major natural disasters since the 1997
Typhoon Linda and 2000 floods.

PPA findings suggest that a number of government policy targeting the poor,
such as investment in infrastructure with a special program for the poorest
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communes, preferential credit schemes for job creation and poverty reduction,
education and healthcare policies, has worked well and brought visible positive
changes in poverty. Nevertheless, the PPA points out that there are still limited
opportunities for the poor to escape from poverty on a sustainable basis with
major obstacles being landlessness and slow development of local business and
creation of job opportunities in the region.

Inequality increasing moderately

In the Mekong Delta analysis of traditional inequality indicators shows non-
statistically significant changes in inequality over time in the region. Rising
inequalities are more easily perceived in analysis of expenditure growth. The
Mekong Delta region reported the third highest mean per capita expenditure in
the country, just behind the Southeast and the Red River Delta. Expenditure in the
Mekong Delta region, as for the country as a whole grew considerably faster for
the richest quintile of the population than for the poorest 20%. In contrast, for the
1993-1998 period expenditure growth was far more balanced with all quintiles
reporting growth in expenditure of over 33%.

Probably the most noteworthy feature in per capita expenditure growth in the
Mekong Delta was the faster increase in this indicator in rural areas than in urban
ones, contrary to national trends. Expenditure growth among the top quintile was
slower in the Mekong Delta compared to other regions which helped to moderate
growth in inequality. Of some concern is the growing ethnic expenditure gap -
average expenditures grew seven times faster for the Kinh and Chinese than for
other ethnic groups.

Explanations for increasing inequality

The PPA report gives some explanations for the continued disparities between the
rich and the poor groups.

¢ Insufficient means of production and access to financing

e Limited technical support

e Assymetric information on business and employment opportunities
e Risks in income generation

e Limited employment opportunities

e Poorly targeted HEPR policies

Characteristics of the poor

In the Mekong Delta region, the rural poor represent 96% of all poor people in the
region. Faster growth patterns in the manufacturing and services sector, as
opposed to agriculture, forestry and fisheries allowed for a more rapid reduction
in poverty rates in urban areas.
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Primarily agricultural livelihoods

Over 77% of poor households are employed in the primary sector (agriculture,
forestry and fisheries), 9% in industry and 13% in services. PPA findings confirm
that poverty is closely associated with farming, noting that most poor households
live in rural areas and are engaged solely in paddy cultivation.

Among farmers, poverty incidence is substantially higher for landless or farmers
with a shortage of land, who are dependent on earnings from hired labour. Low
educational attainment leaves them few opportunities outside of farm work
which tends to be unstable and have low wages. Few off-farm employment
opportunities have been created over the last few years. Migration to large urban
and industrial centres (e.g. HCMC, Binh Duong) for people with some
qualification and skills and increased seasonal farm labour jobs might be behind
the overall increase in expenditure levels in the region.

Low education

Poverty incidence is inversely correlated with educational attainment. While
poverty rates among those who have not completed primary education is 30% in
the Mekong Delta region (lower, however, than the 40% national average),
poverty is almost non-existent among those with higher education or vocational
training. Without sufficient education attainment, workers face greater difficulties
in acquiring new skills and techniques for improving productivity. Parents with
low education often underestimate importance of and returns from education,
thus do not try hard to send their children to school, to encourage them to work
hard at school and progress to higher education.

A notable characteristics of the region is low educational, skill and professional
levels of its labour force relative to that of the remaining regions. Given possible
marginally declining returns from agricultural diversification and intensification
in the region, the low educational and qualification levels may turn into a major
impediment to high and stable growth and rapid poverty reduction in the
forthcoming period through applying agricultural R&D and expansion of rural
industries.

Investment in vocational training may serve as a critical component of a strategy
for poverty reduction in light of low poverty rates for those with technical skill
training. The PPA report gives some consistent evidence that adults with skills
can go to industrial centres in other provinces or go overseas through various
labour-exporting programs, have a good job and send remittances to their family.
Farmers who have obtained techniques for raising crops, fish or shrimps were
able to reduce risk associated with their production to a substantially larger
degree and earn good, steady income. In that way, their family could escape from
poverty or become even better off.
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There is a high correlation between educational attainment and other
characteristics of the poor. Educational attainments are lower in rural areas and
are considerably lower for ethnic minorities than for the Kinh/Chinese majority.

Few assets, including land

Landlessness, has been one of the main obstacles to poverty reduction in the
Mekong Delta. Cross-regional comparison reveals that the Mekong Delta region is
placed second in terms of the share of landless farmers in rural areas in 2002, just
behind the Southeast region. Furthermore, only landlessness in the Mekong Delta
region has some positive correlation with poverty (the poorer the quintiles the
higher the share of landlessness) while it is the opposite for the remaining regions.
Thus landlessness becomes a most urgent issue in rural area. It was found that
severity of landlessness depended on geographical and climatic conditions. A
vicious circle exits: no land — no chance to access credit — no development — no
escape from poverty. Causes of landlessness are complicated, and existing land
distribution and re-allocation system does not take into account the needs of the
poor (AusAID 2003).

In terms of ownership of durable assets, their distribution among households was
extremely unequal especially for telephones, refrigerators, bicycles and
motorbikes.

The Mekong Delta region has the highest share of temporary houses compared to
other regions and the poor are most likely to be living in temporary houses.

Strong ethnic dimension

Poverty in the Mekong Delta region has a strong ethnic dimension. The Khmer
ethnic minority accounts for an overwhelming share of ethnic minorities in the
region. The provinces with the highest poverty rates are also those with the
largest Khmer populations. Within any province having Khmer people, poverty
among them is always substantially higher than among the other ethnic groups.

The geographical location of Khmer communities partly plays a role. Often, these
communities are cultivating on marginal soils or have limited access to
infrastructure. The educational/professional attainment of the Khmer was very
low, much lower compared to Kinh and Chinese people in the Mekong Delta. This
influenced the Khmers’ capacity to plan expenditures and make savings for
further investment in production and improve their livelihoods. Most Khmer
people were unfamiliar and very cautious about applying new technologies,
which involved perceived risk but could also develop new skills and
opportunities in agricultural activities. Last but not least, Khmer social institutions
(of culture, religion, and customs) may have a great impact on livelihoods and
poverty reduction capacity within the Khmer minority.
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People’s participation in development and poverty reduction

The Grassroots Democracy decree (Decree 29) is an important initiative of the
government which if used effectively can be an important tool for more effective
policy-making for poverty reduction. In particular, participation in decision-
making about investments or programs can help to ensure they are correctly
targeted and designed to serve local needs. In addition, supervision of such
investments and programs by local people can help to reduce corruption and
shoddy workmanship or skimping on materials. Assessment of households living
in poverty and the types of assistance they need can be enhanced by including the
poor and other local residents in the poverty assessment process.

According to the Mekong PPA, local government officials seem to think that
Decree 29 has been strongly implemented. However, in reality, it has not reached
the people. Most people and many officials interviewed did not understand
clearly the basic principles of the decree.

It is important to understand the reasons for the inefficacy of the implementation
of Decree 29 to find solutions to overcome them. Some major problems identified
include:

e Poor communication between government officials and the people due to
ineffective meetings and/or inadequate loudspeaker systems.

e Low level of training of local officials in how to organize meetings and
sharing of information

e Lack of opportunities for people to openly discuss local issues and lack of
understanding of their rights, benefits and obligations.

¢ Continuing top-down approach to decision-making so even communes are
not allowed to make decisions affecting their own development, much less
the people.

e Corruption leading to hiding information or delivering incorrect
information.

Local poverty assessment

Poverty assessment is done annually. The general perception is that the first time
it was done, it was done relatively openly and fairly, but subsequent assessments
of poverty lacked the participation of the people, especially the poor. The criteria
for determining who is poor differs by province as do the levels of benefits given
to the different categories of the poor.

There is a tendency of commune officials to underreport poverty for various
reasons so the number of poor households categorised by the government staff
seems to be less than the number of poor households classified by the local people
themselves. However, it is noted that almost all the wvery poor households
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identified by villagers were accepted by local authorities and included in the
official list.

In both areas, the selection process to identify the poor was carefully revised and
considered fair in the first year. However shortcuts taken in subsequent years
made the process for assessing poor households lose transparency and the poor
people, and even some local officials are not clear on what determines whether
one is poor or not. For those who have "escaped" from poverty the sudden
removal of benefits especially for health and education could have an important
impact on the sustainable reduction of poverty.

Basic service delivery and targeting

Education

Enrolment rates calculated from the VNNHS 2001-02 indicate that people in the
Mekong Delta continue to have lower access to secondary education compared to
the nation as a whole despite recent increases in enrolments.

Poor children in the Mekong Delta are particularly disadvantaged in regards to
education. For example for upper secondary, rich children are 10 times more
likely to be enrolled than the poor. Education is considered an important means to
escape from poverty, especially when households rely on paid jobs for income
earning, yet education appears to be least accessible to the poor.

The PPA attributed increased primary enrolments among the poor to more local
schools and classrooms being constructed and the program of exemption and
reduction of school fees for the poor and lending of school books for free.

However, the PPA also found that a large number of families do not allow their
children to continue on to secondary education. The reasons given were because it
is expensive and a financial burden on families, lack of parental attention,
flooding which affects transport and the distance from homes to upper secondary
schools.

Some efforts were made by teachers to convince parents to keep children in school
or to increase communication with parents, but with poor households these were
not found to be effective means to decrease dropouts.

From VHLSS results, in 2002, average school fees in the Mekong delta were lower
than the national average for all levels of schooling. School fees as a share of total
expenditure for primary school declined to 1.5% in 2002. For lower secondary,
school fees account for 2.3% of total household expenditures and in upper
secondary for 3.6%. Obviously for families with a large number of children, these
costs can be prohibitive.



The Regional Poverty Assessment - Mekong River Region

Current government assistance to poor households includes exemptions and
reductions from various school fees. However distribution of this assistance varies
by province. The proportion of children aged 6 to 14 with complete exemptions
from public school fees and contributions has increased slightly between 1998 and
2002 from 6.9 to 10.1% in the Mekong Delta while it has seen a slight decline in the
nation as a whole. The share receiving full exemptions is still quite low for the
poorest quintile at less than 20%. The policy on reductions and exemptions in
school fees is cited in the PPA as being of average benefit to poor households.

Literacy eradication

According to the VHLSS, approximately 6% of the population aged 15-24 is
illiterate and the proportion illiterate has fallen by half since 1993 overall.
Reduction in illiteracy among those aged 15-24 has been highest among women
falling from 13% to 5% compared to a smaller decline from 11% to 7% for men.

Results from the PPA nevertheless indicated a lack of efforts to organize illiteracy
eradication classes or follow-up to literacy courses to help retain literacy in the
research communes. Reasons given were that the target for universal literacy had
been reached and funds were therefore not made available from the education
department and teachers were too busy teaching extra courses that they didn't
have time to teach literacy and illiterate people themselves were too busy to
attend.

Vocational/technical education

The proportion of the population with technical or university level training in the
Mekong Delta is quite low, only 2.2%. For the poor, near poor and average income
households, less than one percent of people have vocational or university level
training compared to 9% for the better off. The proportion of the population with
vocational/university level training has declined for the four lower quintiles while
a large increase was seen for the highest quintile between 1993 and 2002.

According to the PPA, the majority of poor people cannot afford non-agricultural
skills training (vocational training) courses organized in the provincial and district
towns. Government technical training establishments also usually require at least
lower secondary level education to be eligible to attend formal technical training
programs. Yet industrial zones and labour exporters require at least secondary or
technical training diplomas leaving those with lower education to few
opportunities for higher paying, stable, off-farm employment.

Health care
Results from the VHLSS indicate that the Mekong delta has relatively high health

care service utilization rates with about 65% of the population utilizing some
health care service in the 12 months before the survey. The region relies more
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heavily on private and commune level health facilities and less heavily on
government hospitals compared to the nation as a whole.

The poorest quintile has lower overall utilization of health care facilities than the
richest quintile, a greater reliance on the Commune Health Station (CHS) and
much lower access to government hospitals and private facilities than the richest
quintile.

Among married women aged 15-49, results from the VNHS show that women in
the Mekong Delta are slightly less likely to use modern contraception, and among
contraceptive methods are more likely to use the pill, and less likely to use
condoms or IUD than for the nation as a whole. The rate of unwanted pregnancy
and abortion in the Mekong delta is lower than for the nation as a whole. Mekong
Delta women are slightly less likely to have any prenatal care or be fully
vaccinated against tetanus during pregnancy, nevertheless, 91% have their babies
in a health facility compared to only 77 for the nation as a whole.

Safe water and sanitation

According to the VHLSS 2002 results, the Mekong Delta has seen a strong increase
in access to clean water since 1993 for all living standard quintiles. Nevertheless,
the situation varies substantially by living standard quintiles. While over 70% of
people in the richest quintile have access to clean water, the same is true for only
about 40% of people in the lowest two quintiles.

Sanitation in the Mekong Delta is a major problem. Only 16.3% of Mekong Delta
households have sanitary toilets. Among households in the average to poorest
quintiles, less than 5% of households had sanitary toilets compared to 45% among
the richest quintile. This is particularly worrisome as the poorest households are
also those that have the least access to clean water sources.

The PPAs also found a large proportion of households with unhygienic toilets and
problems of sanitation particularly in the flood season when there was no access
to hygienic toilets. In Ben Tre, despite a 1995 government decree to eradicate
toilets flowing directly into fishponds and rivers, a large proportion of toilets still
do. An additional concern is the increasing and heavy use of chemicals used in
agriculture which are entering surface and ground water used for human
consumption.

Agricultural extension

Escape from poverty through agricultural production would require that poor
households improve productivity, interact favourably with the market, manage
risks and cope with changes in commodity prices. However, poor households
have no or little land, lack technical knowledge and capital, production is mainly
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subsistence farming with little surplus for sale. Agricultural extension has the
potential to assist farmers in all those areas, but so far has not proved to be
driving force for poverty reduction in the Mekong Delta and in fact, agricultural
extension was assessed by the PPA has having no clear concrete benefits for
poverty reduction.

e TFactors affecting this low access to agricultural extension include:

e insufficient trained staff to fulfil current tasks

e Little coordination between the three types of substation leading to
overlapping and duplication of efforts. Low annual budget for extension
services

The number of people provided extension services is low, and the poor have the
lowest access. Currently in the communes researched in the PPA, agricultural
extension services are focused on support to breeding animals, reducing costs to
produce rice, expansion of rice cultivation for export, changes in crop structure.
Yet local people are unaware of extension activities implemented in their
communes as they tend to be implemented at a small scale with few beneficiaries
The PPA found that new technical services often bring more benefits to average
and well-off households, but not yet to the poor. Agricultural extension workers
consider that the poor don't have land or have too little land so they don't put
much effort into including the poor in extension activities. Currently extension
services do not target the poor who have borrowed funds for cultivation or animal
husbandry who are in great need of technical assistance to guarantee the returns
to their investments and the ability to pay back their loans.

Effectiveness of technical services is also low. Participants in the PPA complained
of animals dying after treatment by the veterinarian, lack of confidence in the
effectiveness of Integrated Pest Management (IPM) by farmers who had been
trained by extension workers, and a continued lack of skills and experience of
shrimp farmers.

With little access to government extension agents, the poor are more likely to rely
on neighbours or private traders and agents selling animal feed, fertilizer,
pesticides to provide production advice. There are obvious disadvantages to
taking advice from private sales agents as they have an obvious interest to
provide information that will sell more of their products. Although many of the
traders are former agricultural extension agents, the information they provide
may not always be the most accurate technical information.

Poor farmers are interested in obtaining more relevant and appropriate technical
training especially support to diversity into higher value crops, safeguarding
against risk especially for livestock and assistance for marketing. Farmers also
wanted to be able to procure production inputs through government extension
agents rather than through private traders as there is a sense that government
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supplied inputs are of higher quality. In particular, farmers want to be able to buy
inputs on credit from extension agents.

Housing

Housing in Viet Nam and in the Mekong Delta improved considerably between
1993 and 1998 when the share of temporary structures declined from 37 to 26% for
Viet Nam and 67 to 51% for the Mekong Delta. However, between 1998 and 2002,
the share of temporary structures in all housing has remained relatively constant,
even increasing slightly as a share of all housing in the Mekong Delta. The annual
flooding in low-lying areas makes any investments in housing risky, as they are
likely to be swept away or heavily damaged each year. The poor have the lowest
access to solid housing.

Residential housing clusters in the Plain of Reeds is a government sponsored
strategy to cope with the annual flooding. In principle, poor and landless
households are given priority and allowed to pay on instalments over a long
period of time. The PPA in Dong Thap indicated that the poor consider housing
support as one of the more successful efforts to improve living standards.
However, several problems remain with this strategy:

e The amount of housing is so far insufficient to meet the needs of the poor

¢ Insufficient care was taken in developing proper sewerage systems leading
to polluted water supplies.

e Residents of the residential clusters are forced to live far from their
farmlands and can no longer raise pigs, chickens or go fishing as they
could before.

e Living expenses have increased as they are less able to be self-sufficient in
some basic fruit and vegetables or fish and meat and they must pay guards
to watch their production assets

Credit

Economic development in the region has been partially attributed to rural finance
services. Funds from the National Job creation program no. 120 and other
preferential funds have created favourable conditions for the middle and well-off
groups to invest more in their production and businesses. However, poor
households who had received loans in a given year were often reclassified as
having escaped from poverty the next year to make funds available for other poor
households, and to show achievements in poverty reduction even though many
had not benefited significantly from loans or had fallen into greater debt due to
failed investments. There is still little coordination between agricultural extension
and loans for poor people leading to greater risk of failure in investment projects
and greater indebtedness of the poor.

11
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Job placement (Employment) services

Employment service centres have not been active and people lack information on
available jobs in the region and outside the region.

Little enterprise development has taken place in the PPA research communes.
This is attributed to unfavourable geographic location of the district, difficult
transportation and unavailability of clean water. The cost of levelling land for
construction is also very high and local authorities have no concrete solutions to
attract investments from outside investors.

To assist the poor gain access to labour export programs guidelines were designed
to assist the poor and free-of-charge training or loans to cover expenses were
provided. Unfortunately, information on the labour export program has not been
disseminated widely, low education and skill levels of poor applicants don't meet
requirements of foreign partners, procedures are complicated and the loan
amount is insufficient to cover all expenses required during training and the
application processing period.

Production and transportation infrastructure development

Electrification of the Mekong Delta has continued strongly, but the overall level of
electrification is somewhat lower than the national average. According to the
PPA, increased electricity availability has made positive impacts on middle class
households allowing them to expand and diversify production, however the
impact on poor households is not as clear.

Development of bridges and roads have made transportation and business easier
and an association can be seen between areas with more roads and lower poverty
rates.

Irrigation infrastructure is quite important for increasing the productivity of
agricultural land, however, it tends to help the poor landless households only
indirectly by creating more hired job opportunities working for those with large
amounts of land and multiple crops per year.

Public administrative services and reforms

Access to public administrative services at the commune level is essential for poor
people to gain access to such services. The PPA found that public administrative
services in general have improved except for banking services, household
registration and land use right certificates. The clarification of procedures,
payment of salaries to commune officials and clear allocation of working time by
the local officials to deal with inquiries and complaints has speeded up processing
time and increased accountability according to the local officials.

12
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Nevertheless, many administrative procedures are still unavailable at the
commune level and people must go to higher levels to deal with important papers
such as land user rights, civil disputes and loan applica