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Foreword

The Asian Century is at hand, yet its emergence is tempered by persistent socio-economic 
disparities among ethnic communities across diverse landscapes. Sustainable growth cannot 
be achieved without investing in all people across countries, regions and national communi-

ties. Within emerging states, ethnic minorities often lag behind in access to education, healthcare, 
and social capital endowments. Economic inequality is often compounded by discrimination and 
barriers that prevent equitable development.  Acknowledging the voice of  disadvantaged popula-
tions will contribute to more inclusive change. 

This report – a Country Social Analysis (CSA) focused on ethnicity and development in Vietnam – 
is a provocative analysis of  marginality in contemporary Southeast Asia. It seeks to understand 
the macro social and political processes, and provides an analysis of  how social, political, and cul-
tural factors influence the opportunities and constraints to more equitable, inclusive development. 
This study provides research findings to support both the Bank’s and the government of  Vietnam’s 
goals of  social inclusion for ethnic minorities and poverty reduction. Previous studies, including the 
Bank’s Country Partnership Study for Vietnam (CPS) and the government’s Socioeconomic Devel-
opment Plan (SEDP), focus on four organizing principles: (1) improving the business environment; 
(2) strengthening social inclusion; (3) strengthening natural resource and environmental manage-
ment; and (4) improving governance. This study focuses particularly on the issue of  strengthening 
social inclusion.

Ethnicity and Development in Vietnam improves our understanding of  the underlying factors that help 
explain why ethnic minorities continue to lag behind the majority Kinh population in Vietnam. The 
study suggests a range of  options to move toward a framework for social inclusion that allows ethnic 
minorities equal opportunities as citizens and to avail themselves of  the benefits of  development. 
The study provides a timely recognition of  the need for social inclusion to foster real sustainability- 
now and into the future. Increasing voice among the world’s minority communities will provide the 
foundations for a more participatory global development for the 21st century.

John Roome Cyprian Fisiy
Director, Sustainable Development Department Director, Social Development
East Asia and Pacific Region Sustainable Development



 

 ethnic minority village, Quang tri province. in 1999, such communities 
comprised 12.6 percent (or about 10 million) of vietnam’s 82 million people.
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Executive Summary

Vietnam has recently become a success story for poverty reduction and development. In 
1993, nearly 60 percent of  the population was living below the poverty line; by 2006, that 
figure had dropped to under 20 percent, based on Vietnam Household Living Standards 

Survey (VHLSS) data. However, despite the impressive overall gains, nearly 10 million people clas-
sified as ethnic minorities (around 14 percent of  the population) have experienced lower rates of  
poverty reduction. In 2006, ethnic Vietnamese (known as Kinh) and Chinese households experienced 
a poverty rate of  only 10 percent, while other ethnic groups averaged a 52 percent poverty rate. 
Rates of  hunger and food poverty remain higher among minorities as well. These figures, based on 
national survey data, may not show the real depth and severity of  poverty among some especially 
vulnerable minority groups. More localized qualitative studies indicate a considerable income gap 
between ethnic groups, with entrenched poverty among some populations. 

Why, given Vietnam’s positive success in reducing poverty in so many areas, have the majority of  
non-Vietnamese ethnic households remained poor? This dilemma is especially perplexing when 
viewed in light of  the large number of  financial resources that have been directed to remote regions 
of  the country through government transfers in recent years. Minorities have not been ignored in 
policy and practice in Vietnam, yet they remain disadvantaged over Kinh in economic and social 
spheres. What explains this discrepancy? 

To answer these questions, the World Bank in June 2006 began a Country Social Analysis (CSA) 
focused on “Ethnicity and Development in Vietnam.” The CSA was designed to analyze the situa-
tion of  ethnic minorities – particularly in such sectors as access to services, issues related to livelihood 
opportunities, and impacts of  targeted policies and programs – to understand their continued eco-
nomic and social marginality. The CSA aimed to provide information for the Bank and its partners 
to support increased social inclusion – with concomitant increased economic progress – for ethnic 
minorities. The CSA research team carried out fieldwork in several provinces of  Vietnam, using 
survey and participatory methods that reached over 2,000 people in a number of  minority com-
munities, combined with comprehensive literature and policy reviews. The primary findings of  the 
CSA are presented in the report, and available on-line and in the attached CD. This report is a brief  
outline of  the main findings.

Main Findings: The cultural communities of  Vietnam are diverse, officially comprising 54 ethnic 
groups and encompassing seven major language families found from western Asia to the Pacific. Many 
ethnic groups are long standing and pre-date Vietnamese settlement; others are more recent migrants. 
The largest minority group, the Tay, has nearly 1.5 million members, while the smallest, the O Du, has 
barely 300. The ethnic minority groups share some things in common; seventy-five percent of  Viet-
nam’s minority populations live in two regions, the Northern Mountains and Central Highlands, and 
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most minorities remain rural residents. On the other hand, there is much internal diversity amongst 
minorities: they vary tremendously in terms of  assimilation and levels of  economic success. Some, like 
the Tay and the Muong, have levels of  household income and education that rival those of  most Kinh, 
while among some ethnic communities no member has received tertiary education. 

Minority communities have seen significant changes in the past century, with considerable transfor-
mation and conflict as a result of  the Indochinese wars and successive political regimes in Vietnam. 
While one hundred years ago there was much physical distance between the ethnic Vietnamese who 
primarily occupied lowland and coastal lands, and minority communities who primarily occupied 
the uplands, such distance has vanished in the tumult of  the 20th century. War, migration, resettle-
ment and government policies have transformed Vietnam from colonial possession to socialist state 
to a current-day open market regime, all of  which have affected minority communities. Most com-
munities are optimistic, having witnessed significant and positive changes over the past 20 years, 
and they continue to look forward to a more prosperous future. The market policies adopted over 
the past two decades have improved their access to food, increased agricultural productivity and 
expanded access to roads and markets. However, there have been costs as well. Minorities have 
not always benefited from individual privatization of  land rights, for example, or from agricultural 
extension services focused on high-input and capital intensive cash crop development. Analysis of  
VHLSS data from 1993-2006 indicates that the Kinh majority has been the primary beneficiary of  
the Doi Moi reform process, while slower poverty reduction and persistent gaps in household welfare 
have been the lot of  most minority groups. 

The CSA report explores the causal factors for continued ethnic minority poverty. The CSA con-
cludes that there are six specific “pillars” of  disadvantage that go a long way towards explaining 
why minorities remain poorer. These six primary factors include: lower levels of  education; less 
mobility; less access to financial services; less productive lands; lower market access; and stereotyp-
ing and other cultural barriers. The larger CSA report1 is organized into “vertical”, self-standing 
chapters dealing with each of  these sectoral issues. Each sectoral chapter makes extensive use of  the 
quantitative and qualitative data collected by our CSA survey, VHLSS household level data (where 
available), and references other policy studies in these sectoral fields. 

In this short summary, we indicate several cross-cutting issues that are clear from the sectoral inves-
tigations. We note that across the pillars of  disadvantage, there are three clear trends: differences in 
assets, differences in capacity, and differences in voice. 

Assets: The VHLSS analysis shows that most of  the gap differential in household living cannot be 
explained by poorer endowments or residence in remote mountainous areas. Kinh living in remote  
areas are doing relatively well, for example, compared to neighboring minorities. Assets alone can-
not explain minority poverty, although there are important differences in assets between Kinh and 
minorities. Land is the most important household asset among minorities. Land rights and land use 
have changed for most minority groups from a system in which community-managed land was not  
commoditized to a system where land is more often owned by individuals and can be bought and  

1 This is available in the World Bank’s East Asia Pacific Web site: www.worldbank.org/vn and eapsocial.
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sold. Such changes have affected both community and private land management. Consequently, 
landlessness has increased in minority areas. Some of  these changes have been a result of  high rates 
of  Kinh migration to minority regions in the past 50 years which have set into motion declining land 
availability among ethnic groups. 

Another difference is that Kinh tend to have higher value lands– such as perennial croplands- and 
have been more successful in translating their assets into higher productivity in Vietnam’s new mar-
ket economy. They are more diversified within the agricultural sector, relying more on industrial 
crops and less on low-value staple crops, and often supplementing farm income with trading or 
services. On the other hand, minorities continue to be more dependent on staple goods and tradi-
tional agriculture, and they report much lower rates of  agricultural investment, with resulting lower 
productivity. Furthermore, while most minority regions are dominated by forests and forestry land, 
they are unable to access livelihoods benefits from forestry since forest land is under state control 
therefore no longer available for community use. This has been experienced as a source of  disrup-
tion to minority economies.

Other assets in minority communities tend to be limited. Programs targeted at poverty eradication in 
minority areas, such as Program 135, have expanded credit and health services, schools, roads and 
markets and have improved access to new means by which minorities can profit from their assets. Yet 
too often minorities remain unable to take advantage of  local investment in the same ways as Kinh. 
Capital is noticeably short for many households, as access to financial services is uneven in minority 
areas, and unequal between minorities and Kinh. The lack of  access to affordable credit has serious 
implications for minorities’ ability to expand agricultural production and diversify livelihoods with 
the assets they do have. 

Capacity: Minorities face many barriers in reaching their potential and in taking advantage of  gov-
ernment programs aimed at minority development. Much of  this has to do with barriers to capacity 
and self-support. The most critical barrier to achievement is education. Minorities have less access 
to quality education, with consequently lower educational outcomes. Dropout rates remain higher 
for minorities, they are more likely to enroll late for primary school, and preschool access is lacking 
in minority communities. Minorities also report higher financial burdens to send children to school. 
These outcomes result in higher rates of  illiteracy and lack of  language fluency in Vietnamese, 
which hinders minorities’ ability to interact. Many ethnic minorities, especially the poor and women, 
cannot read, write or even speak the Vietnamese language, which limits their access to, and sharing 
of, information. Minority women reported at high rates being hesitant to go to markets for fear they 
will not understand prices or will be disadvantaged. While national level data shows that minorities’ 
school-going rates are on the increase, and that poor Kinh also have higher dropout rates, minori-
ties face greater barriers in education compared to the Kinh. Kinh who drop out of  school can still 
function in the national language, while minorities who leave school may have no other possibility 
of  learning spoken Vietnamese, and of  being literate, and this will have serious constraints on their 
capacity for their lifetime.

Another barrier to expanded capacity is a lack of  mobility and less experience of  a wider world. Mi-
norities have considerably less mobility than Kinh, which affects their capacity to observe and adopt 
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new ideas and technologies. Kinh reported traveling often outside their local village, with most Kinh 
having made a visit to another province or beyond. Yet only 18 percent of  ethnic minorities surveyed 
had ever ventured outside of  their home province. This higher mobility may give Kinh social advan-
tages such as wider exposure to information and new ideas and more extensive social networks. 

Capacity to act can also be constrained by cultural factors. Many minorities reported that there are 
cultural differences between minorities and Kinh that play out in market interactions, schooling, and 
other activities. For example, minorities report being unwilling to divide families up for economic 
gain, such as leaving one’s family behind to engage in migrant labor. Minorities also reported cultur-
al barriers to economic transactions, such as norms against charging interest on loans from kin and 
neighbors. For the minority communities studied, the ability to make money was looked upon as a 
socially unfavorable trait. Gender plays a role here as well; there are often cultural or economic bar-
riers to women’s capacity and decision-making ability in minority communities, as cultural norms 
may place ethnic minority women in a subordinate position. 

A final issue in capacity is that rather than understanding how cultural norms affect policy outcomes, 
minorities are often assumed to lack capacity and are therefore perceived as the source of  their own 
problems. Since development interventions are often premised on the view that minorities should 
be more like majority groups, when such efforts fail minorities are typically seen as causing their 
own failures whereas perhaps the policies intended to help them may have been inappropriate in 
the first place. One example, agricultural extension models developed for rice fields in the lowlands 
may be of  little relevance for swidden cultivation on upland land. In such cases, minorities are often 
viewed as recalcitrant to change whereas the issue may reside in policies which are not appropriate 
to the cultural norms of  the communities in which they operate. Such actions can collectively lead 
to poorer outcomes for development.

Voice: In focus group discussions across the country, minority groups often expressed that they 
were “not confident” and “hesitant” to go to the market, to ask for higher prices for their goods, or 
to request government services they are entitled to. This hesitancy was linked back to factors men-
tioned earlier: a lack of  education for many minorities leaves them feeling limited in language ability, 
and less mobility leaves them with less experience and willingness to interact with the larger world. 
Another barrier to increasing minorities’ voice and self-determination are widespread cultural ste-
reotypes of  the deficiencies of  minorities as seen by others. This stereotyping can have negative 
consequences, particularly on minorities’ self-esteem and self-confidence to use their own voice and 
power. Changing popular perceptions about minorities will require that attention be paid to the 
representation of  minorities—in anthropological works, in the mass media, in school curricula, in 
public discourse—and the ways in which stereotypes may be shaping the development agenda for 
minorities. 

Related to voice is the role of  government agencies established to serve and represent the interest of  
minorities. For example, presenting clear and consistent messages on minority affairs, and building 
the capacity of  agencies such as the Committee on Ethnic Minorities, would be an important next 
step. Viewing minority communities as a constituency that needs to be served will help expand the 
institutional voice of  minorities at the national level. 



  EXECutiVE SuMMary  /  5

Recommendations: In addition to analyzing the barriers fac-
ing minorities, the CSA report has extracted a few major recom-
mendations, cutting across all the sectoral chapters. These are not 
so much direct policy prescriptions since policy alone cannot fully 
address what are social or cultural barriers to inclusion. However, 
we can point out some basic principles of  understanding which 
could help build a more inclusive society in Vietnam. They can be 
summarized in the form of  six policy priorities: improving informa-
tion on minorities, leveling the playing field, understanding cultural difference, 
strengthening cultural inclusion, supporting ethnic voices, and opening dia-
logue on new approaches.

Improving information on minorities: More and better in-
formation is needed on minorities, from how they are classified by 
ethnic group to where they are located in the country to their levels of  economic development. Minor-
ity groups vary tremendously in terms of  assimilation and levels of  economic success; data collection 
and dissemination should reflect this. It is common to see in analysis of  census data and the VHLSS 
a coding of  groups into Kinh and non-Kinh (all ethnic minorities). This leaves only a coarse grained 
analysis of  “ethnic minorities” generally, which includes groups who are doing relatively well (Tay, Mu-
ong, and Thai) and who have larger population numbers. Their success can hide the economic difficul-
ties that smaller ethnic groups are in if  data is not disaggregated by ethnic group and collected more 
systematically for more ethnicities. Poor classification and overly general data can lead to inaccurate 
targeting of  resources, while more detailed local data can help identify the most vulnerable. Donors 
in particular can potentially make a real impact in this area through support for better classification, 
analysis, and public availability of  data on minorities.

Leveling the playing field: Minorities need special policies, such as affirmative action programs, 
to help level the playing field. This is particularly true in the education sector, where efforts at bilin-
gual education could be expanded and more ethnic minority teachers need to be trained and used 
effectively. While there is some prioritization of  minorities in education and university admissions, 
these efforts could be expanded and begin at earlier stages in student’s careers. Affirmative action 
also exists for civil servants, although data suggests that some ethnic minority groups who are rela-
tively better-off  (particularly the Tay) are over-represented compared to others. This hides the fact 
that many minorities have disproportionately low representation in government. Affirmative action 
and preferential policies can and should be expanded into new areas for specific minority groups that 
are underrepresented and underserved. Examples of  such areas include credit policies for ethnic mi-
norities. Specific variable rates could be developed exclusively for ethnic minorities to try to reduce 
potential disparities in loan availability and loan sizes. 

Understanding cultural differences: There are significant cultural norms in minority com-
munities that often go against trends in the emerging market-oriented economy of  Vietnam. These 
cultural norms vary by village and by ethnic groups, making one-size-fits all development interven-
tions difficult. But it is clear that cultural factors have major outcomes on minority success or failures. 
For example, among some minority groups, inheritance is passed through the female line, and land 

 hmong women return 
from a day in the forest 
collecting fuelwood and 
bamboo shoots (in sacks). 
many women have to 
devote a significant amount 
of time to collecting 
fuelwood for cooking and 
heating in the northern 
mountains. 
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rights policies that do not explicitly acknowledge women as owners of  land may come into conflict 
with these norms. In other cases, policies that focus on individual household welfare support (e.g. 
poor cards that treat the owner to entitlements of  health care and reduced school fees) may be per-
ceived as inappropriate in minority communities where collective decision making and mutual aid 
is the cultural norm. 

One area where culturally appropriate policies could be better applied would be in the context of  
the types of  agriculture practiced by minorities. Often, policies are based on an underlying assump-
tion that minorities are nomadic and require settlement, when most communities are typically long-
settled agriculturalists who rotate and fallow agricultural fields in ways that are often ecologically 
adaptive to difficult mountainous environments. Efforts to understand cultural norms and differ-
ences and to incorporate these better into policy formulation is a key step towards ensuring develop-
ment outcomes.

Strengthening cultural inclusion: Cultural inclusion means recognizing and supporting the 
cultural differences that exist and making special efforts to be inclusive of  all minorities, especially 
among those who are most marginalized. For example, efforts in bilingual education can be im-
proved and scaled up to ensure better access for even smaller ethnic groups. Information access can 
be improved in minority areas through the mass media in local languages, with specific require-
ments for multi-lingual government staff  in key agencies. This study indicated the extent to which 
ethnic minorities are concerned about the loss of  their cultural traditions. Youth were often more 
interested in modern global culture, like Korean soap operas, than in their own communities’ cul-
tural traditions. Here, the study would suggest establishing mechanisms which strengthen diversity. 
Often, the emphasis in many countries with a minority population has been towards static cultural 
preservation. A more dynamic approach can be facilitated through supporting institutions, including 
the mass media, to promote proactive ways to encourage cultural sensitivity and awareness, from 
specific training for cadres and others on dealing with minorities in culturally appropriate ways, to 
more positive representations of  minorities in TV and newspapers. 

Supporting ethnic voices: New approaches to minority policy should take more account of  what 
minorities themselves want; this can be aided by increasing the ability of  minorities to have ‘voice’ 
and use it effectively. While there are increasing opportunities for minorities to voice their opinions 
on development, particularly through new laws on grassroots democracy and participation, most of  
these activities remain at the village levels. Lessons from elsewhere in Asia can be applied in seeing 
how indigenous based organizations can help inform perception and policy about minorities. While 
there is ample interest in the preservation of  culture or traditions of  minorities from non-minority 
communities, having policies and perceptions shaped endogenously by minorities is key to increasing 
their voice. 

Minorities need new spaces and forums to express their own wishes for the future, and to have influ-
ence on policy themselves. Institutions in minority areas should be supported and fostering minority-
run NGOs and other informal institutions would also address a gap in this area. This area could be 
a key focus for future support and ties in with recent Bank and donor focus on community-driven 
development. 

Cultural inclusion 

means recognizing 

and supporting the 

cultural differences 

that exist and making 

special efforts to 

be inclusive of  all 

minorities, especially 

among those who are 

most marginalized. 
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Opening dialogue on new approaches: Government and donor discussions should continue on 
the policy pathways for minority development to take into the future. In some cases, the continuation 
and expansion of  current policy would be needed: for example, 80 percent of  minorities in 2006 
reported having received a health insurance card, indicating good rates of  coverage, but more could 
be done, such as in expansion of  school-fee reduction policies or explicit targeting of  minorities in 
the concessionary credit system. 

A new dialogue that needs to be raised would concern the targeting of  financial resources for mi-
norities. Currently, most policy from the national level, such as programs for rural infrastructure and 
poverty funding, goes to poor communes and households in remote areas; while this will capture 
some minorities, it may not capture all, and these blanket geographical policies do not distinguish 
between ethnic groups that are more vulnerable and those that are doing relatively well. A discus-
sion about the specific targeting needs of  minorities would be needed in this context. Potentially 
more vulnerable populations should be identified; minorities that are small in overall population size 
or small relative to neighboring groups might need special assistance, as might groups that are the 
least assimilated to Kinh majority culture (such as the Hmong). There are currently very few ethnic-
specific policies at a national level. Questions to ask here could include: is a general policy covering all mi-
norities always warranted? Which policies might be made ethnically specific? It is also worth discussing in terms 
of  development assistance whether or not certain groups have made sufficient progress that they 
no longer need special targeting or privileges, particularly for quota programs in education and the 
civil service. A final aspect of  the dialogue on targeting that is needed is the level at which resources 
are directed. Minority communities themselves raised concern about welfare policies targeted at 
individual households (as much social safety net programs run under the Ministry of  Social Affairs, 
Invalids and Labor) which were often less useful than those that supported whole communities (such 
as most P135 investments). Minority communities in which there is little social differentiation and 
close social ties indicated they prefer poverty targeting to the whole community if  possible, as indi-
vidual household targeting is often seen to increase inequality, not level it. 

We have outlined a number of  factors that influence the opportunities and constraints to more equi-
table and effective development for minorities, and the overall message of  the CSA is that culturally 
inclusive development is critical towards improving development outcomes for ethnic minorities. 
Eradicating poverty among minority communities in Vietnam cannot be understood solely as an 
economic issue that seeks increased household incomes, but rather as a project with broad social and 
cultural dimensions requiring a holistic understanding of  the many barriers minority communities 
face. Although the government has prioritized minority development, and should be congratulated 
on their attention to minority issues, there remain inequalities across the board: in access to govern-
ment programs and services, in access to institutions and governance, and in overall development 
outcomes. Using a culturally inclusive development approach is the means to address the develop-
ment gap between the Kinh and minority populations. This is one important step towards achieving 
Vietnam’s long-standing goals of  eradicating extreme poverty, protecting vulnerable populations, 
and promoting unity and cooperation between minorities and Kinh. 



 pa co grandmother in dakrong district, Quang tri, looking out from a traditional pa co long house on stilts.
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Introduction

Vietnam is a success story for poverty reduction and development. The country has made 
great strides in reducing the overall poverty rate, from nearly 60 percent of  the population 
in 1993 to 16 percent in 2006 (based on Vietnam Household Living Standards Survey 

(VHLSS) data). However, despite the impressive overall gains, ethnic minorities have experienced 
lower rates of  poverty reduction than the general population. In 2006, ethnic minorities accounted 
for only 14.5 percent of  the total population, but they made up 44.7 percent of  the poor and 59 
percent of  the hungry. In that year, ethnic Vietnamese and Chinese households experienced a pov-
erty rate of  only 10 percent, while all other minority groups averaged a 52 percent poverty rate 
(VHLSS 2006). These figures, based on national survey data, may not show the real depth and 
severity of  poverty among some especially vulnerable minority groups. More localized qualitative 
studies indicate an income gap between ethnic groups, with entrenched and serious poverty among 
some populations. 

While in the past higher overall rates of  poverty have been found in specific regions of  the coun-
try with high ethnic minority populations—namely in mountainous areas in Vietnam’s north and 
center—geography alone does not explain why ethnic minorities are poorer than others in Vietnam. 
In fact, non-minorities that live in impoverished regions are no poorer than they are elsewhere and 
have experienced high rates of  poverty reduction when compared to their ethnic minority neighbors 
(Swinkels and Turk 2006). Baulch, Pham, and Reilly (2008b), in a regression analysis of  VHLSS 
data from 1993 to 2004, report that less than one-half  of  the ethnic minority poverty gap can be 
attributed to poorer endowments and living in remote areas. The rest of  the gap was unexplained in 
the survey data, and confirms the finding in the existing literature that most of  the ethnic differential 
in household living standards in rural Vietnam is attributable to other reasons, such as culture, lan-
guage, treatment and discrimination, among other factors. Clearly, poverty and economic progress 
have a specific ethnic component that needs to be explained. 

The limited success of  development assistance to ethnic minorities has been a source of  great con-
cern for the government of  Vietnam (GoV) and donors. Numerous state policies intended to reduce 
poverty among ethnic minorities have been implemented in recent years, most notably the large 
and well-funded Program 135 (P-135) and Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction (HEPR) 
programs.  

Without more rapid improvement in poverty policies directed toward minority populations, govern-
ment officials and donors are concerned they will continue to lag behind compared to the majority 
on all major social indicators, and will continue to compose a disproportionate share of  Vietnam’s 
poor. Given that minorities have not been ignored in policy and practice in Vietnam, why do they 
remain disadvantaged over Kinh in economic and social spheres? What explains this discrepancy? 
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To answer these questions, in June 2006 the World Bank began a Country Social Analysis (CSA) 
focused on “Ethnicity and Development in Vietnam.” The CSA was designed to analyze the situ-
ation of  ethnic minorities – particularly in such sectors as access to services, issues related to liveli-
hood opportunities, and impacts of  targeted policies and programs – to understand their continued 
economic and social marginality. The study is intended to provide information for the Bank and its 
partners to support increased social inclusion – with concomitant increased economic progress – for 
ethnic minorities in Vietnam. The CSA findings are presented in a 200 plus page main report. This 
shortened version presents summary findings and recommendations. 

objectives oF the csA  

A Country Social Analysis (CSA) is designed to understand the macro social and political processes 
of  a country and how social, political, and cultural factors influence the opportunities and constraints 
to more equitable, inclusive development. The premise of  a CSA is that poverty cannot be under-
stood solely as an economic problem, but rather as one with broad social and cultural dimensions. 
These social factors need to be understood in relationship to development opportunities, constraints, 
and risks. This report – the first CSA undertaken for Vietnam – focuses on ethnic minorities, particu-
larly on the social or cultural dimensions of  their development. The specific study objective was to 
understand why ethnic minorities continue to lag behind the majority Kinh population in Vietnam, 
and why poverty reduction efforts have not had as much success among minorities as among Kinh. 
While policy recommendations have developed from the CSA work, it was not designed as a policy 
analysis exercise, and readers with a specific interest in policies toward ethnic minorities are urged 
to consult several other recent reports on this topic (McElwee 2004; MOLISA/UNDP 2004; MPI 
2005; Pennarz et al 2006; Nguyen Thi Thu Phuong and Baulch 2007). 

study methodoLoGy

This study involved a diverse team of  both Vietnamese and international researchers. The primary 
partners were the World Bank’s East Asia Social Development (SD) team and the Institute of  Eth-
nic Minority Affairs, a government research agency under the Committee for Ethnic Minorities (a 
ministerial-level agency charged with minority policies). Representatives from other government 
research institutions in Vietnam and universities also participated, including anthropology faculty 
from the United States. This core team was supplemented with additional members at each field site 
representing various sectors and agencies of  government, in particular the Committee for Ethnic 
Minorities at various levels.

The CSA research team built a comprehensive research plan that involved a mix of  literature re-
views, policy analyses, and fieldwork in ethnic minority communities. The team selected three rep-
resentative provinces for field studies in the main regions where ethnic minority poverty has been 
highest: the Northern Mountains (Ha Giang Province), the Central Highlands (Dak Lak Province), 
and the North Central Coast (Quang Tri Province). Within the three provinces, intensive fieldwork – 
meetings with households and local authorities, focus group interviews, and survey questionnaires –  
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was conducted in a total of  24 villages. The CSA methodology involved a mix of  research methods, 
including policy-level research with provincial, district, and commune leaders; qualitative local re-
search through village meetings and PRA, focus group discussions, and household interviews; quan-
titative household surveys in the study districts; a gender survey; and literature reviews.

An important component of  the CSA methodology has been the inclusion and participation of  ethnic 
minorities themselves in the research. Three members of  the core Hanoi-based research team who 
visited each province were ethnic minorities (two Tay members and one Lo Lo member). In each 
province, we included in the expanded local research teams a number of  local ethnic minority people 
(including Ede, Mnong, Thai, Hmong, Dao, Van Kieu, and Pa Co people) who assisted in the develop-
ment of  interview questions, the running of  focus groups, interviewing of  households, translation to 
and from minority languages, and in evaluations of  policies and programs to date. 

Part I of  this summary report is a literature review that discusses background information on ethnic 
minorities, including their classification, history, current living conditions, and poverty outcomes. 
Part II presents the results of  our field-based research and provides in-depth analysis of  six funda-
mental factors that explain how differences between ethnic groups contribute to remarkably differ-
ent livelihood strategies and economic outcomes. Part III summarizes the policy implications of  our 
research findings, suggesting areas for further consideration. 

  A mnong man in Lak district, dak Lak 
weaves traditional mnong baskets made of 
forest bamboo and rattan for sale to other 
mnong villages who now no longer have 
access to forests to make their own baskets. 
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 A commune market in muong hum, Lao cai province, where 
dao, hmong, and ha nhi come to trade once a week. 
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Ethnic Minorities in Vietnam

The cultural communities of  Vietnam are diverse, officially comprising 54 ethnic groups and 
encompassing seven major language families found from western Asia to the Pacific. Many 
ethnic groups are long standing and pre-date Vietnamese settlement; others are more re-

cent migrants. The largest minority group, the Tay, has nearly 1.5 million members, while the small-
est, the O Du, has barely 300. Many minority groups share languages and histories with groups in 
other countries (the Tay, for example, are known as the Zhuang in China, where they are the coun-
try’s largest minority group), while some are found only within Vietnam’s borders.

Based on the last country-wide census in 1999, Vietnam’s population was around 82 million people. 
Ethnic minorities accounted for an estimated 12.6 percent—more than 10 million people. The other 
87 percent were ethnic Vietnamese, the majority population (known as Kinh). The government offi-
cially recognizes 53 ethnic minority groups in Vietnam, plus the Kinh. This “54 groups” classification 
system has been used since 1979, when a major ethnological classification project was carried out 
by the government (Keyes 2002). The Population and Housing Census, taken in Vietnam every 10 
years, provides the most up-to-date and accurate figures regarding ethnic minority composition and 
population size (Table 1). 

Seventy-five percent of  Vietnam’s minority populations live in two regions, the Northern Moun-
tains, which border China, and the Central Highlands, which border Laos and Cambodia. Most of  
these minorities remain rural residents. Other regions also have minority populations. For example, 
the Khmer, Chinese, and Cham are found in the Mekong Delta. Chinese are found in many urban 
areas, especially in Ho Chi Minh City. This geographical distribution of  ethnic groups can be seen 
visually in Figure 1, based on 1999 census data. 

recent history oF stAte-ethnic minority reLAtions

Minority communities have experienced significant changes in the past century, with considerable 
transformation and conflict as a result of  the Indochinese wars and successive political regimes in 
Vietnam. While one hundred years ago, physical distances largely separated the ethnic Vietnamese 
who primarily occupied lowland and coastal lands from minority communities who primarily oc-
cupied the uplands, such distances have vanished. War, migration, resettlement and government 
policies have greatly affected minority communities throughout the 20th century.

During the Second Indochina War, roughly a third of  the highland people of  South Vietnam suf-
fered from illness and starvation (Hickey 1993). Dislocation and long distance migration out of  
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tAbLe 1. Classification of Ethnic Minorities (Groups with populations of over 100,000 people)

vietnamese 
name

english
name

Language
family

primary
location

total 
population, 

1999

% of the 
population, 

1999

Kinh, Viet Vietnamese Viet-Muong Countrywide 65,795,718 86.2

tay tay, tho tai-Kadai northern Highlands 1,477,514 1.9

thai Black thai; White thai tai-Kadai northern Highlands 1,328,725 1.7

Muong Muong Viet-Muong northern Highlands 1,150,000 1.5

Kho Me Khmer Mon-Khmer Southern Mekong Delta 1,055,174 1.4

Hoa Chinese Sinitic urban centers, mainly in 
Ho Chi Minh City

862,371 1.1

nung nung tai-Kadai northern Highlands 856,412 1.1

Hmong Hmong (Meo) Miao-yao northern Highlands 787,604 1.0

Dao yao, Mien Miao-yao northern Highlands 620,538 0.8

Gia rai Jarai austronesian Central Highlands 317,557 0.4

E De rhade austronesian Central Highlands 270,348 0.4

Ba na Bahnar Mon-Khmer Central Highlands 174,456 0.2

San Chay San Chai tai-Kadai northern Highlands 147,315 0.2

Cham Cham austronesian Central and Southern 
Vietnam

132,873 0.2

Co Ho Koho, Chil, lat Mon-Khmer Central Highlands 128,723 0.2

Xo Dang Sedang Mon-Khmer Central Highlands 127,148 0.2

San Diu San Diu Sinitic northern Highlands 126,237 0.2

Hre Hre Mon-Khmer Central Highlands 113,111 0.1

Source: Population and Housing Census, 1999

conflict areas also affected minority peoples. After the reunification of  the North and South in 1976, 
the Socialist Republic of  Vietnam (SRV) placed the highest priority on moving quickly to implement 
socialism in the former South. Agricultural cooperatives (hop tac xa) were set up in many highland 
areas, as well as state farms (nong truong) producing tea, coffee, rubber and other crops. Additionally, 
more than 420 State Forest Enterprises (para-statal logging companies, also known as lam truong) 
were set up throughout Vietnam post-1975. Kinh were encouraged to move to highland areas. The 
number of  Kinh in formerly minority-dominated areas increased after 1975 in large part due to 
these agricultural cooperatives and other policies to encourage resettlement of  Kinh in mountainous 
and less populated areas (Hardy 2003). Kinh are now dominant in many previously minority areas, 
and especially in the Central Highlands. 

The socialist production system of  cooperatives and state farms proved largely ineffective and un-
productive. Consequently, the Sixth Communist Party Congress in 1986 took the first steps toward a 
market orientation, a process known as Doi Moi. The major foundation of  the market economy, espe-
cially in rural areas, was the restructuring of  cooperatives and economic policies. This new direction 
has had major effects, including increased production in family-managed agricultural plots, the dis-
tribution of  formerly state-owned and cooperative-owned land to households, and the privatization 
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FiGure 1. Map of the Distribution of Ethnic Minorities in Vietnam
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of  long-term leaseholds to lands, all of  which have had significant outcomes for ethnic minorities. 
Most communities are optimistic, having seen significant changes for the better in the past 20 years, 
and they continue to look forward to a more prosperous future. The market policies adopted over the 
past two decades have improved access to food, increased agricultural productivity and expanded 
access to roads and markets.

However, there have been costs as well. Minorities have not always benefited from individual privati-
zation of  land rights, for example, or from agricultural extension services focused on high-input and 
capital intensive cash crop development. Internal migration in Vietnam has increased as household 
registration requirements were lifted, and a major target of  much in-migration has been the Cen-
tral Highlands and other areas once dominated by minorities. The lure of  increased opportunity 
in the exploding coffee industry, which was able to tap into high world prices through a liberalized 
economy in the 1990s, beckoned many settlers, and the area under coffee cultivation expanded rap-
idly. The number of  new settlers now exceeds the area’s entire indigenous minority population. Such 
massive changes in land tenure and population density are likely to have been contributing factors to 
widely publicized episodes of  unrest in the Central Highlands in 2001 and 2004. 

current stAtus oF ethnic minorities in vietnAm 

The 10-million-plus ethnic minorities currently living in rural Vietnam are found primarily in up-
land areas, along with some pockets in the Mekong Delta of  lowland-dwelling Khmer and Cham. In 
1999, 11 provinces out of  a total of  61 contained populations in which non-Kinh were in the overall 
majority, but 28 provinces had at least one district in which non-Kinh were in the majority (Good-
kind 2002), meaning these provinces will have to pay some attention to minority policy concerns. 
Given that nearly half  of  Vietnam’s provinces, spread throughout the country, have minority popu-
lations, minority-directed policies have to take into account this geographic diversity. Further, many 
minorities do not live in geographically exclusive spaces separated from Kinh or other minorities. 
More than half  the districts in the Northern Mountains have 10 ethnic groups or more represented, 
all living side by side or even together within single villages (Michaud et al. 2002). Each individual 
ethnic group may have members spread over hundreds and even thousands of  different communes 
throughout the country. This extreme ethnic diversity in Vietnam is long-standing in some areas (the 
Northern Mountains), while very recent in others (the Central Highlands).

Additionally, there is much internal diversity amongst minorities: they vary tremendously in terms of  
assimilation and levels of  economic success. Some, like the Tay and the Muong, have levels of  house-
hold income and education that rival those of  most Kinh, while in some ethnic groups, not a single 
person has ever been admitted to tertiary education. This cultural and geographic diversity makes 
it extremely difficult to tailor government and other programs to individual linguistic and cultural 
needs, and points out the need for good anthropological studies in the future on ethnic similarities 
and differences. 

We highlight in particular four needed areas of  research and analytic work that might help improve 
our understanding of  Vietnam’s ethnic diversity and enable better policy targeting to take place. 
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First, basic information on minorities and their distribution is not available in an easily accessible da-
tabase. Second, better mapping techniques are needed to accurately represent the true dimensions 
of  ethnic diversity in Vietnam. Third, there is a need to rethink the current classification standard 
that often compares Kinh and ethnic minorities without disaggregating the ethnic minority data; 
for example, the Tay minority group has had relatively high levels of  social and economic success. 
When they are averaged out with other minority groups, it can lead to false impressions of  general 
trends among minorities. Fourth, although the 54 groups classification for ethnic minorities is the 
accepted standard in all development work, it needs to be looked at in a critical light. Future clas-
sification projects need to be aware that local ethnic minority people want a larger say and voice 
in the process of  recognition and naming, rather than it being decided by outsiders on the basis of  
unclear or inconsistent criteria. 

poverty trends in minority communities

Vietnam’s impressive recent economic achievements have been 
tempered by concerns about widening inequality across various 
population segments. An income gap exists between urban and 
rural areas, lowlands and highlands, and between the Kinh major-
ity and ethnic minorities. Such wealth disparities between regions 
and ethnic groups have persisted despite the government’s com-
mitment to reduce them, as reflected in the number of  programs 
and initiatives launched in recent years. Several trends in econom-
ic development are evident. 

First, there is a clear difference in poverty rates between urban and rural areas; 2006 VHLSS data 
shows that only 4 percent of  urban residents are poor, while 20 percent of  rural residents remain 
impoverished. Poverty is now primarily concentrated in rural areas. This is significant for ethnic mi-
norities, as ethnic minorities show low rates of  urbanization; less than 11 percent of  minorities live in 
urban areas, versus 29 percent of  Kinh. While urban poverty reduction rates have been slowing and 
even stagnating in recent years, the overall picture for urban residents is generally better economi-
cally than in rural areas. 

Second, there are regional disparities in poverty reduction. The number of  poor households in the 
Northwest, North Central Coast, and Central Highlands regions are from 1.5 to 2 times higher 
compared with the general poverty rate of  the whole country. Mapping these poverty rates against 
ethnicity reveals that high poverty rates and ethnic minorities co-occur and that ethnic minority 
groups are most concentrated in the geographical regions that are doing the worst economically. 

Third, ethnic minorities have significantly higher rates of  poverty than ethnic Kinh. Overall, Kinh, 
even those who live in poorer regions, are doing much better than ethnic minorities (Figure 2). 
Analysis of  VHLSS data indicates that the Kinh majority has been the primary beneficiaries of  
the Doi Moi reform process while slower poverty reduction and persistent gaps in household welfare 
have characterized most minority groups (Baulch, Pham, and Reilly 2008a). The living standards of  
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Kinh-headed households have risen relative to the average over the period 1993 to 2004. However, 
sizeable and persistent gaps in household welfare were found to remain for the Northern Uplands 
and Central Highlands Minorities in particular. 

Based on this data, there appears to be a significant ethnic dimension to poverty that cannot be ex-
plained by geography alone (Table 2). As Bank researchers have noted, the “examination of  the pov-
erty data from within these poor regions suggests that ethnic minorities are not poor simply because 
they live in poor places; that is, parts of  the country that are disadvantaged in terms of  agricultural 
or other assets. Ethnic minorities in the northern uplands region of  the country have seen limited 
improvement in their living standards over the last decade—much in line, in fact, with the overall 
trend in poverty for all ethnic minorities. The Kinh people living in the same region, however, have 
experienced rapid improvements in welfare” (Swinkels and Turk 2004, p. 7). 
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tAbLe 2. Percentage of People Living in Poverty in Vietnam, 1993–2006

1993 1998 2002 2004 2006

all of Vietnam 58 37 29 24 16

urban 25 9 7 4 4

rural 66 46 36 25 20

Kinh and Chinese 54 31 23 14 10

Ethnic minorities 86 75 69 61 52

Source: Le Thuc Duc et al. 2006 and own calculations (for 2006), based on VHLSS data.
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Although in the aggregate ethnic minorities are doing economically worse than Kinh, we also need 
to look at specific ethnic minority groups to get the true picture of  poverty. Statistics for one of  our 
study provinces, Ha Giang, show that poverty does not affect all ethnic groups equally. In Ha Giang, 
the poverty rate is particularly high among the Hmong (42 percent), as compared with 19 percent 
among the Tay. Disaggregated data from the Vietnam Household Living Standards survey reveals 
significantly higher poverty rates among the Central Highlands minorities (Ede, Gia Rai, and Ba Na) 
and some specific Northern minorities (Hmong and Dao) than among other groups, like the Tay or 
Muong (Baulch, Pham, and Reilly 2008b).

theoreticAL eXpLAnAtions For minority poverty

The data presented above show that poverty is affecting ethnic minority households in different 
and more significant ways than Kinh households. There are multiple ways in which ethnic minority 
poverty has been explained by different stakeholders in Vietnam:

n Ethnic minorities may have fewer physical assets – land, capital, credit – than Kinh. For 
example, while overall land holdings of  minorities tend to be higher than Kinh, they tend 
to have less annual cropland and less wet rice or highly productive lands. They also tend to 
have larger households (5.7 vs. 4.7 members in 2006 VHLSS data) that are more likely to 
have young children (43 percent of  ethnic minority households had a child below 6 years old, 
compared to 27 percent of  Kinh). 

n Ethnic minorities may have fewer social assets – education, health, access to social services – 
than Kinh. A study based on VHLSS data notes that living in a household with an illiterate 
head almost doubles an individual’s chances of  living in chronic food poverty (Baulch et al. 
2002, p. 3). Data from the VHLSS show that minorities have worse health and report more 
illness than Kinh, and have significantly lower levels of  education (23 percent of  the house-
hold heads of  ethnic minority households had no education compared to 6 percent of  the 
Kinh heads of  households) (VHLSS 2006 data).

n Ethnic minorities often are found in geographically remote areas, limiting their mobility and 
access to services and markets. Lack of  physical mobility, caused by lack of  access to roads 
and transportation, has been identified as a key factor in poverty. VHLSS data show that 
“households living in communities with a paved road, where most households have electric-
ity, where a lower secondary school exists, where an upper secondary school exists, or with a 
market are more likely to escape poverty than households who live in communes where these 
facilities do not exist” (Glewwe et al. 2002, p. 784). The expansion of  road systems, electric-
ity and schooling as a result of  P135 and HEPR investment in recent years has dramatically 
increased the number of  ethnic households with access to these services, yet areas remain 
where roads, electricity, and schooling do not yet reach all villages and communes.

n Ethnic minorities may not be benefiting from government poverty reduction programs as 
successfully as Kinh. This could be due to cultural factors such as lack of  knowledge of  the 
policies by minorities, their inability to read or hear about materials related to poverty pro-
grams due to language barriers, and a lack of  poverty reduction cadres fluent in minority 
languages. There may also be cases of  discrimination and power relations where minorities 
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feel unable to access programs that are in place (Tran Thi Thu Trang 2004). While target-
ing for recent poverty programs, such as health care cards, has been relatively successful, as 
reported by respondents to the CSA, cultural barriers remain an issue; for example, minority 
women often reported hesitancy to use government health services, though they possessed 
health care coverage cards, because of  embarrassment, lack of  fluency in Vietnamese, and 
gender barriers within their own communities.  

n Ethnic minorities may possess other socio-cultural factors that are keeping them out of  main-
stream economic development. These may include such factors as language barriers; com-
munity leveling mechanisms that create social pressure against excess economic accumulation 
and cultural perceptions of  social obligations and “shared poverty;” religious obligations that 
require economic expenditures; gender expectations grounded in different cultural models; 
and community ownership of  land and assets.

If  we summarize these previous explanations for minority poverty in the literature, we have two dis-
tinct possibilities, both related to this CSA’s focus on assets, capacity, and voice. People may be poor 
if  they lack endowments and assets, such as land, physical capital, and human capital (especially 
education). Similarly, people may also be poor because they have lower returns on the assets they do 
have. When minorities are not able to make their physical assets of  land, labor and capital work for 
them, and when they suffer from lower levels of  social capital, such as education and health, poverty 
is likely to result. In the next section of  the CSA, we report our findings as to what factors matter to 
most in explaining why minorities are lagging behind Kinh. 

 A mnong elder in Lak district, dak Lak, 
joins a group meeting for the csA.
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Main CSA Findings 

The CSA conclusions are that there are three clear trends 
that account for differential economic outcomes in mi-
nority communities versus Kinh: differences in assets, dif-

ferences in capacity, and differences in voice. Within each broad trend, 
there are numerous causal factors for continued ethnic minority 
poverty. The CSA concludes that there are six specific sectoral 
“pillars” of  disadvantage that go a long way towards explaining 
why minorities remain poorer. These six primary factors include: 
lower levels of  education; less mobility; less access to financial ser-
vices; less productive lands; lower market access; and stereotyping 
and other cultural barriers. The second part of  this CSA report 
discusses each of  these six sectoral issues, and the lengthy CSA 
annex report is organized into “vertical”, self-standing chapters 
dealing with each of  these issues. Each sectoral chapter makes extensive use of  the quantitative and 
qualitative data collected by our CSA survey, VHLSS household level data (where available), and ref-
erences other policy studies in these sectoral fields. Here we focus on the three cross-cutting trends. 

Crosscutting Findings

Differences in Assets:  VHLSS analysis shows that most of  the ‘gap’ differential in household 
living cannot simply be explained by poorer endowments or residence in remote mountainous areas. 
Kinh living in remote areas are doing relatively well, for example, while neighboring minorities are 
doing poorly. Yet while assets alone cannot explain minority poverty, there are important differentials 
between Kinh and minorities described in our CSA. For most minorities, land is a major household 
asset. Recently land rights and use have changed for most minority groups from a system in which 
community-managed land was not commoditized to one where land is now owned by individuals 
and can be bought and sold. This has had implications for both community and private land man-
agement, and land differentiation and landlessness have been increasing in minority areas. Some of  
these changes have arisen from high rates of  Kinh migration to minority regions in the past 50 years 
which have set into motion declining land availability among ethnic groups. 

Another difference is that Kinh tend to have higher value lands, such as perennial croplands, and 
have been more successful in translating their assets into higher productivity in Vietnam’s new mar-
ket economy. They are more diversified within the agricultural sector, where they rely more on 
industrial crops and less on low-value staple crops, and often supplement farm income with trad-
ing or services. On the other hand, minorities continue to be more dependent on staple goods and 
traditional agriculture, and they report much lower rates of  agricultural investment, with resulting 
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lower productivity. Furthermore, most minority regions are dominated by forests and forestry land, 
yet many minority households receive no livelihood benefits from forestry, as they no longer have free 
access to forest land, much of  which has been claimed by the state. This has been a major disruption 
to minority economies.

Other assets in minority communities tend to be limited. Programs targeted at poverty eradication in 
minority areas, such as Program 135, have resulted in a dramatic expansion of  credit services, health 
services, schools, roads and markets and have improved access to new means by which minorities 
can profit from their assets. Yet minorities too often remain unable to take advantage of  the local 
investment in the same ways as Kinh. Capital is noticeably short for many households, as access to 
financial services is uneven in minority areas, and unequal between minorities and Kinh. Kinh get 
more loans and larger bank loans than minorities on average, while ethnic minorities report a higher 
need for credit. The lack of  access to affordable credit has serious implications for minorities’ ability 
to expand agricultural production and diversify livelihoods with the assets they do have. 

Differences in Capacity: Minorities face many barriers in reaching their potential and taking ad-
vantage of  government programs aimed at minority development. Much of  this has to do with barriers 
to capacity and self-support. The major factor in this area is education. Minorities have less access to 
quality education, with correspondingly lower educational outcomes. Dropout rates remain higher for 
minorities, they are more likely to enroll late for primary school, and preschool access is lacking in mi-
nority communities. Minorities also report higher financial burdens to send children to school. These 
outcomes result in higher rates of  illiteracy and lack of  language fluency in Vietnamese, which hinders 
minorities’ ability to interact. Many ethnic minorities, especially the poor and women, cannot read, 
write or speak Vietnamese, which limits their access and sharing of  information. This can have serious 
economic and social consequences; for example, large numbers of  minority women reported being 
hesitant to go to markets for fear they will not understand prices or will be taken advantage of. 

Another barrier to expanded capacity is a lack of  mobility and less experience of  a wider world. Mi-
norities have considerably less mobility than Kinh, which affects their capacity to observe and adapt 
new ideas and technologies. Kinh reported traveling often outside their local village, with most Kinh 
having made a visit to another province or beyond. Yet only 18 percent of  ethnic minorities had ever 
ventured outside of  their home province. This higher mobility may give Kinh social advantages such 
as wider exposure to information and new ideas and more extensive social networks. 

Capacity to act can also be constrained by cultural factors. Many minorities reported that there are 
cultural differences between minorities and Kinh that play out in market interactions, schooling, 
and other activities. For example, minorities report being less willing than Kinh to divide families 
up for economic gain, such as leaving one’s family behind to engage in migrant labor. Minorities 
also reported cultural barriers to economic transactions, such as norms against charging interest on 
loans from kin and neighbors. These norms were often contrasted with Kinh, whose ability to make 
money is looked upon as a socially favorable trait. Gender plays a role here as well; there are often 
cultural or economic barriers to women’s capacity and decision-making ability in minority commu-
nities, as cultural norms may place ethnic minority women in a subordinate position. 
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A final problem in capacity is that rather than understanding how cultural norms affect policy 
outcomes, too often minorities are blamed for “lacking capacity” and being the source of  their 
own problems. Many government interventions are premised on the view that minorities should be 
more like Kinh, and when such policies fail, the “ignorance” of  the minorities is often the identified 
culprit, rather than an examination of  the inappropriateness of  policies. For instance, agricultural 
extension models developed for rice fields in the lowlands may be unhelpful for farmers practicing 
swidden cultivation on upland land, yet when these agricultural policies fail, it is minorities’ own 
recalcitrance to change that is blamed, not the policies themselves. Prejudice, misunderstanding of  
cultural norms, and inappropriate interpretation of  actions and behaviors of  minorities can collec-
tively lead to capacity challenges and poorer outcomes for development.

Differences in Voice: When minority groups across the country were asked in focus group, “why 
are Kinh doing better?”, they often stated that minorities were “not confident” and “hesitant” to 
go to the market, to ask for higher prices for their goods, or to request government services they 
are entitled to. This hesitancy was linked back to factors mentioned earlier: a lack of  education for 
many minorities leaves them feeling limited in language ability, and less mobility leaves them with 
less experience and willingness to interact with the larger world. 

Another barrier to increasing minorities’ voice and self-determination are widespread cultural ste-
reotypes of  the deficiencies of  minorities among many Kinh. This stereotyping has serious negative 
consequences, particularly on minorities’ self-esteem and self-confidence to use their own voice and 
power. A lack of  political power at higher levels also characterizes minority communities. 

Sectoral Findings

In this section, we note the key factors where we see major differences between Kinh and minorities 
in different economic and social sectors. We then discuss how that “difference” becomes “disadvan-
tage” for minorities, leading to poorer outcomes economically and higher vulnerability. Our analysis 
identifies the main differences leading to disadvantage for minorities are in the sectors of  education; 
mobility and migration; access to financial services; access to productive lands; access to markets; 
and treatment of  minorities by others (Figure 3). 

All these factors strongly influence livelihood outcomes, preventing ethnic minorities from achieving 
greater economic progress. We believe these factors work together in a vicious cycle and prevent 
ethnic minorities from achieving greater economic progress. However, our research also points out 
there is no single magic bullet solution. Poverty reduction efforts in minority areas cannot expect to 
make much progress unless more comprehensive approaches are taken that attempt to tackle all the 
factors of  difference outlined here. 

diFFerences in educAtion 

Vietnam’s strides in educational achievement over the past 50 years are remarkable. In 1945, more 
than 95 percent of  the adult population was illiterate. By the year 2000, that had been reversed, 



 24 / Country SoCial analySiS: ethnicity And deveLopment in vietnAm

and nearly 91 percent of  adults were literate, according to VHLSS data (Vo Tri Thanh and Trinh 
Quang Long 2004). Overall, access, equity, and participation in education have improved markedly 
over the past decade, with increasing enrollment among females and ethnic minorities in particular. 
Yet behind these achievements there are causes for concern. Education is not reaching all segments 
of  society. Ethnic minority enrollment in primary and secondary education continues to be far be-
low their representation in the population. In 2006, the net enrollment at primary education level 
of  ethnic minorities was 89 percent, while that of  Kinh and Chinese was nearly 98 percent. Only 
42 percent of  ethnic minority children aged 6–18 attended upper secondary school, compared with 
57 percent of  Kinh and Chinese children (VHLSS 2006). Further, these figures reflect enrollment 
rates, not the quality of  education students are receiving; we heard stories in the CSA about minority 
children being passed from grade to grade to inflate high enrollment rates, even though the pupils 
were still struggling with basic literacy and poor spoken Vietnamese.

Our CSA survey confirmed that the gap in educational attainment between Kinh and minorities is 
noticeable. About 31 percent of  minorities we surveyed had never attained any education, compared 
to just 6 percent of  the Kinh population, mirroring the national VHLSS data. Very few minorities 
had reached the level of  secondary education; only 3 percent of  minorities surveyed had reached 
high school, compared to 26 percent of  Kinh. While national level data show that minorities’ school-
going rates are on the increase, and that poor Kinh also have relatively higher dropout rates that are 
of  concern, barriers in education will have far greater impacts in the long run on minorities than on 
Kinh. Kinh who drop out of  school can still function in the national language, while minorities who 
leave school may have no other possibility of  learning spoken Vietnamese, let alone being literate, 
and this will have serious constraints on their capacity for their lifetime.
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Main Problems in Accessing Education for Minorities

Dropout rates remain higher for minorities. In our survey, we found substantial differences 
between Kinh and minorities, with the latter having a dropout rate that is almost double that of  Kinh. 
Around 30 percent of  minority households reported at least one child had dropped out of  school be-
fore the completion of  a grade, as compared to 16 percent of  Kinh. Minority students are dropping 
out of  school for many, mutually reinforcing reasons: poverty, long distance to school, lack of  self-
esteem, language barriers, poor nutritional status, and high opportunity costs when children’s labor is 
needed at home. There is widespread belief  in Vietnam among policy makers that when minorities 
drop out of  school it is because they do not value education or because there are cultural factors (such 
as early marriage or a patriarchal cultural that devalues female education). To the contrary, our study 
found the top four reasons for dropping out among those surveyed were: excessive school fees; high 
opportunity costs (child’s labor needed at home); poor instruction leaving children uninterested in 
school; and schools being too far away. These are all factors that imply better education policies and 
financial support are needed, not a change in attitude or culture among minorities. 

Minorities are more likely to enroll late for primary school. The survey revealed that 24 
percent of  ethnic minority students started school late, whereas only 5 percent of  Kinh started school 
late. The most common reason for letting their children start school late was that “the child was not 
ready for school.” The qualitative study revealed that the perception of  children not being ready for 
school is caused by the lack of  Vietnamese language skills and a lack of  preschool preparation. Late 
age enrollment has some potentially serious consequences. If  children start late, and are held back 
for a few years, they may find themselves as teenagers sitting in a primary school classroom, and be 
more likely to drop out due to embarrassment or boredom. 

Preschool access is lacking in minority communities. Not enough attention is paid to pre-
school education in ethnic minority areas. The survey results indicate that preschool education is 
particularly relevant for minority students; it would help alleviate the language barrier and the prob-
lem of  late enrollment. But few minority children can access such preschool learning. 

There is a lack of  bilingual education for minorities. Many minority children start their first 
day of  primary school unprepared for instruction in Vietnamese. Most minorities speak their own 
ethnic language at home (90 percent according to our survey), and many young children may have 
little to no exposure to Vietnamese before they arrive at primary school. Unfortunately, most teach-
ers in minority areas are Kinh, and few of  them have the ability to communicate in local languages, 
let alone offer systematic bilingual instruction (Box 1). On top of  other learning impediments faced 
by ethnic minority students, this language barrier is one of  the most serious issues hampering their 
prospects for development.

Minorities report higher burdens for school fees. School fees seem to hinder minority ac-
cess, especially for secondary education, which can become quite expensive. The study revealed that 
the most common reason for dropping out of  school by children was because the household lacked 
money, particularly for informal charges and fees for supplies, which are not usually covered under 
government educational subsidies.
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There are few ethnic minority teachers. There is a serious lack of  minority teachers in minority 
areas. Ethnic minority teachers account for only 8 percent of  all teachers nationwide, and they are 
underrepresented where they are needed most. For instance, there are roughly 30 percent minorities 
in Dak Lak province, but less than 10 percent of  teachers there are minorities. Not only are there lim-
ited numbers of  minority teachers, but they are not being used to teach bilingual primary education. 
Even when minority teachers have been hired, we were told they were perceived by their principals to 
be “less qualified” and worse teachers, so they were given subordinate jobs or administrative work. 

Conclusion
Despite educational progress for minorities in recent years, our data reveals that minorities continue to 
lag behind ethnic Vietnamese, and the government’s educational policies have not been able to close 
the gap. The increase in number of  schools and reduction of  school fees, both policies strongly support-
ed in recent years by the government and donors, have succeeded in raising enrollment rates, but the 
quality and sustainability of  education appears to still be at risk in minority communities, and the lack 
of  bilingual education and minority educators is a major cause for concern. The educational barrier for 
minorities may result in many long-term problems, and presents one of  the most serious challenges to 
higher economic development. Low rates of  literacy and fluency in Vietnamese may prevent minorities 
from taking advantage of  business and income opportunities, and consign them to the lower-return 
sectors of  subsistence agriculture. According to analysis of  VHLSS data, ethnic minority households in 
rural areas that do not speak Vietnamese have per capita expenditures that are only three-fifths those 
of  their Vietnamese-speaking counterparts (Baulch et al. 2002, p. 12). As long as minority education 
disparities remain, the differences in poverty outcomes between Kinh and minorities will likely persist. 

diFFerences in miGrAtion And mobiLity

At the beginning of  the 20th century, the French colonies then known as Indochina were largely 
divided between lowland coastal and delta-dwelling ethnic Vietnamese, while the upland mountains 
were occupied by a variety of  non-Vietnamese speaking ethnic groups. By the close of  the 20th 

Box 1
Why Aren’t there more bilingual classes?

the constitution and 1999 education Law guarantee that minority languages can be used, but this 

declaration is not particularly relevant in reality. While in some areas minority languages are taught 

as an additional subject, minority languages are not used as the main medium of instruction in any 

area. even where bilingual education is offered, it is taught as an additional subject, not as a medium 

of instruction from the beginning of school enrollment. there are many reasons for this. vietnam is 

very ethnically diverse, and there are challenges in meeting the demands for bilingual education in 

multilingual areas, where seven or eight different local languages may be spoken. there are very few 

materials being produced in minority languages, outside of some donor-supported projects. some 

local languages also do not have a standardized written script. in addition, there is no systematic 

teacher training for bilingual education.

Source: Vasavakul 2003.
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century, ethnic minorities in the highlands were often outnumbered by ethnic Vietnamese. The 
main reason for this dramatic change has been migration; at different periods, colonialism, war, and 
socialist planning all encouraged mass migrations. It is estimated that in the latter half  of  the 20th 
century, up to six million people resettled or migrated (UNDP 1998). Migration has now completely 
changed the ethnic composition of  highland areas. 

Main Problems in Migration and Mobility for Minorities
Migration programs have favored Kinh investment. Government 
migration programs have largely favored Kinh, starting in the 
1960s with programs to move lowland Kinh into the highlands 
with financial sponsorship. Most of  these programs had economic 
motivations, such as the development of  what were seen as under-
developed areas, and the more even distribution of  populations 
between densely populated deltas and coasts and more lightly 
populated mountains. While much migration in more recent years 
has been spontaneous and not directed by the government, the 
migration programs that have been in place have largely favored 
Kinh movement into minority areas rather than vice versa. Some 
investment programs for the highlands, particularly in the Central 
Highlands, initially focused on bringing Kinh migrants to set up 
services and work opportunities with the state, rather than hiring 
or promoting the local ethnic minorities. 

In our survey data, we can clearly see the differences between Kinh and minority migrants in terms 
of  the support they received after migrating. Kinh are more likely to have received government sup-
port in their migration. Sixty-seven percent of  ethnic minorities that migrated had to clear their own 
land after migration, while 62 percent of  Kinh had money to buy their land. Kinh were also more 
likely to receive government land allocations after migrating (22 percent, compared to 5 percent for 
ethnic minorities). 

Migration patterns have had adverse consequences for local minorities. There have 
been a number of  conflicts over land and resources that have accompanied large-scale migration. 
Conflicts over land have been rife in Dak Lak and throughout the Central Highlands, and unrest in 
2001 and 2004 in this area has been linked to land losses to migrants. In the past, minorities often 
managed land according to customary laws and villages collectively controlled land in their territory 
under community management. Enticed by the availability of  ready cash combined with minori-
ties’ unfamiliarity with the concept of  private property and land tenure certificates, many minorities 
sold their lands. In other cases, in-coming migrants used lands which may have been fallowing land 
or protected forests of  minority villages. There have been changes in the traditional use of  swidden 
fields by minorities as a result of  the migration and increasing restrictions in use or losses of  land. 
Because of  population growth, Kinh migration and land use restrictions, many swidden fields have 
been lost and many households can no longer clear new lands because of  pre-existing claims by mi-
grants or the state. Thus among the consequences of  planned and spontaneous migration has been 
the land shortages experienced by the minority communities today. The implication of  the designa-
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tion of  minority regions as special economic development zones (such as “border economic zones”) 
vis a vis competition for land and resources needs further analysis. 

Kinh migrants have benefited from their mobility and social networks. Why do Kinh in 
upland regions tend to have higher levels of  economic development than minorities, even within the 
same area? While one partial explanation may reside in the support the Kinh received during migra-
tion to enable them to meet very basic needs quickly, and then to invest and diversify into new fields, 
higher government support for Kinh migrants does not explain everything. In cases where Kinh 
were spontaneous or “free” migrants, even then they did better than most local minority groups. 

One key to the Kinh success was the use of  migrant networks (Box 2). Local indigenous people often 
said that Kinh used their social networks to access information, finances, and power, which led to 
high economic outcomes. This is borne out by our survey data. Migrants in our sample were more 
likely to have been classified as average, well-off, or rich in the last government assessment. All cat-
egories of  migrants were more likely to have motorbikes, televisions, sewing machines, refrigerators, 
fans, and water pumps, indicating that migration appears to increase asset ownership. 

Box 2
the importance of migrant social networks

According to minority groups in many areas, Kinh have a “wider social network” connection than any 

other ethnic minority group, leading the Kinh to be more proactive in interacting with local authorities 

and local and regional traders, as well as having contacts with Kinh in other regions to learn from 

once they migrated. the networks migrants used could be either relationships with people in the 

arrival sites, such as relatives or people from the same province; or it could be the extended network 

of those that were left behind in the sending area (Gurak and caces 1992). migrants can draw on 

these relatives in their home village to send them money and other types of assistance when it 

is needed. this was crucial in times of crises, particularly the coffee crisis in 1999–2000. A 2004 

migration survey found that only around a third of migrants in the central highlands are permanent 

residents; the rest retain ties to their old homes by hanging on to their old residency permits rather 

than transferring them to their new homes. research among coffee migrants in particular revealed 

that many migrants deliberately chose to not change their registration so that they can remain 

connected to the sending area, and draw on relatives there for support (Winkels 2007).

Source: CSA Survey, World Bank. 

Minorities have less mobility which affects their ability to see and learn new ideas and 
technologies. Minorities visit areas outside their home village less often than Kinh and travel shorter 
distances. Minorities as a whole are much less likely than Kinh to travel to their local district town, let 
alone to the provincial capital, to other regions, and to Vietnam’s large cities (54 percent, compared to 
94 percent for Kinh). The CSA team believes there is a strong relation between mobility of  communi-
ties and their ability to cope. The act of  moving from one place to another can bring greater exposure 
to new ideas and technologies. Even just more localized mobility (going to the district town more often, 
for example) can lead to better networks and more connections, particularly in agriculture and trading, 
as mobility increases exposure to other ideas. 
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compared to 94 percent 

for Kinh).
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There is uneven application of  migration laws. Research-
ers in Vietnam have identified migration as a driver of  growth and 
an “important route out of  poverty with significant positive impacts 
on people’s livelihoods and wellbeing” and they conclude that at-
tempts to control mobility will be counterproductive (Dang Nguyen 
Anh 2003). However, minorities have been encouraged in recent 
years not to migrate for better opportunities. For example, some 
funding under the national sedentarization program has gone to 
moving minorities back to their home provinces if  they migrate 
elsewhere (particularly from the Northern Mountains to the Cen-
tral Highlands). Minorities also reported not being able to take ad-
vantage of  new labor export policies by the government to work 
overseas, as language barriers and a lack of  confidence kept them 
out of  these programs.

Remittances to households are lower for minority areas. Remittances are another key part 
of  migrants’ repertories for flexible livelihoods. Overall, ethnic minority regions (Central Highlands 
and Northern Mountains) have the lowest rates of  remittances and the lowest ratios of  remittances 
to overall income, according to VHLSS data. The size of  remittances to these areas is also signifi-
cantly smaller than in other areas; remittances to the Northwest are less than a fifth the size of  those 
in the Southeast. These relatively low remittances may be one factor explaining higher levels of  
poverty in these regions (Le Thuc Duc et al. 2006). 

Conclusion
While challenges with migration programs have readily been acknowledged by the government, 
policies encouraging Kinh migration in particular remain in existence largely to relieve population 
pressures in delta and coastal areas but also in hopes that benefits from large-scale development 
through migration will invariably benefit minorities. Shortages of  land (and the ensuing conflicts 
rising from such shortages) and the limited mobility of  minorities themselves are factors which need 
to be better accounted for in developing national policies on migration. 

diFFerences in credit And FinAnciAL services

Access to credit and other financial services has long been acknowledged as an important part of  
poverty reduction efforts. Without access to affordable credit, households may be unable to expand 
agricultural production, diversify livelihoods, and invest in new activities like trade or services. Ac-
cess to credit and other financial services in rural Vietnam has increased in recent years as part of  
larger efforts at poverty reduction. However, our research shows that ethnic minorities—at higher 
rates than Kinh—report a lack of  credit as their biggest production constraint. Based on both quali-
tative and quantitative data, minorities appear to have access to smaller loans and fewer loan sources 
than Kinh. Minorities are also more vulnerable to private money lending and buying on credit with 
much higher interest rates than were reported by Kinh. 

  An ede woman turns her 
drying coffee beans, Krong 
buk district, dak Lak. poles 
for pepper plants can be 
seen in the background. 
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Main Problems in Accessing Credit for Minorities

More ethnic minorities report a need for credit. Ethnic minorities in all regions reported a 
pressing need for credit. CSA survey respondents were asked to rate the following factors in terms 
of  how much of  a constraint they posed for agricultural development: lack of  capital, lack of  wet 
rice land, lack of  swidden land, poor soil quality, lack of  labor, remoteness, lack of  irrigation, lack 
of  veterinary services, lack of  experience in production, and lack of  extension services. Credit was 
the main constraint chosen by households, and is far more important for ethnic minority groups. For 
example, 81 percent of  ethnic minorities see capital as a major constraint to agriculture, compared 
to 52 percent of  Kinh.

Ethnic minorities are not a specific policy target of  credit. Incentive credit policies have 
been issued by the government in recent years to expand the sources and availability of  credit from 
the formal and semi-formal sectors. The main policy on concessionary credit is Government Decree 
No.78/2002/ND-CP (October 4, 2002) on credit for the poor and other “policy-privileged” people in 
society. This group includes poor households, disadvantaged students, people seeking credit to get jobs, 
people who are going to work abroad, economic organizations, and certain business and production 
households in remote areas. While these general policies have created more favorable conditions for im-
poverished ethnic minority communities, simply being an ethnic minority does not guarantee preferred 
credit access and interest rates. One exception is a limited policy for credit targeted to specific minority 
groups initiated in 2007 (Decision 32/2007/QD-TTg)—a policy that has yet to reach many people.

Minorities appear to have less access to credit. Overall, access to credit in rural areas has been 
increasing in recent years; yet despite the progress, minorities appear to have less access to credit than 
Kinh. According to the CSA survey, 20 percent of  Kinh had never taken out a loan, compared to 32 
percent of  ethnic minorities. These figures do show a positive trend: most minorities have been able to 
take advantage of  concessionary credit, thanks to expanded pro-poor lending policies in recent years, 
and this access to credit was rated highly by most as helping them expand their household economies. 
However, the rate of  households who have never accessed credit remains higher among minorities 
than Kinh, indicating there continue to be large numbers of  people who need to be targeted. 

Minorities get smaller loans. Survey results show that the most common place for minorities to 
obtain credit was the Bank for Social Policy (VBSP). For Kinh, the most popular source was the Bank 
for Agriculture and Rural Development (VBARD) (Figure 4). This difference in sources of  loans 
helps explain a major difference between Kinh and minorities. On the whole, minorities obtain 
smaller loans than Kinh; for example, 62 percent of  Kinh have loans of  5,000,000VND ($301) or 
more, compared to 34 percent of  ethnic minorities. More minorities borrow from the VBSP, which 
has a smaller maximum loan size (around 5 million VND or less) than the VBARD, which regularly 
lends 10 million VND or more. Because loans for minorities tend to be from the VBSP, many minor-
ity households reported that credit made little difference to them because the loans were too small
 
Minorities are more vulnerable to predatory lending in the informal sector. Those house-
holds that cannot access formal credit remain dependant on the informal sector. While private mon-
ey lending was reported in low numbers in our survey, those who do use this sector face very high 
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interest rates (10 percent or more per month) and short loan periods. These short-term high-interest 
loans, called “hot loans” (vay nong), might be taken out for as little as a few days or a few weeks in cases 
of  emergencies. Predatory lending and unscrupulous trading can affect both Kinh and minorities, 
but minorities reported these tactics more than Kinh, feeling that their lack of  language skills and 
lower experience with the marketplace made them especially vulnerable.

Private money lending to minorities was found to be most common among Khmer in the Mekong 
Delta and minorities in the Central Highlands. In the latter area, the lack of  access to larger loans 
has driven poorer farmers to take their coffee production loans from the informal system. This 
included private traders and agricultural supply stores, which can provide much larger loans than 
VBSP and VBARD and can process the loans much faster and with much less paperwork (only one 
day versus several months for the formal system.) These loans are risky, however, as they involve high 
rates of  interest and short-term loan periods, which cannot usually be extended without potentially 
forfeiting the collateral put up for the loan, which was usually a land tenure certificate. When coffee 
prices dropped in the year 2000, many Ede farmers with these short-term private loans told us they 
could not pay. In some cases, the lenders took the Ede land, which had been put up as collateral, or 
Ede had to sell other lands to pay the debts, leading to increasing landlessness among Ede. 

The Kinh, who also had to face the same drop in coffee prices, appear to have weathered the price 
drop somewhat better than the Ede. Kinh reported being more likely to have had their loans from 
the formal bank sector. During the coffee crisis, provincial and central policies were adopted to let 
banks extend loan terms, and the interest on these extended loans was subsidized by the government. 
Additionally, many Kinh said they called on relatives, particularly in sending areas of  the Red River 
Delta or elsewhere that were not in the same crisis situation as Dak Lak was, to send them money to 
help them weather the low prices. 

Minorities are more likely to pay interest when buying on credit. Besides emergency loans, 
buying on credit is another popular option in rural areas when farmers need money to buy seeds and 

FiGure 4. Sources of 
Loans by Ethnic Group

Source: CSA Survey, World 
Bank.
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fertilizers at critical points during the year. Ethnic minorities were much more likely to pay interest 
on their credit purchases than Kinh (35.6 percent minorities had to pay interest vs. 10 percent of  
Kinh). The issue of  buying on credit from traders was particularly noticeable in Dak Lak. Through 
PRA exercises with moneylenders, we found that informal lending can lead to a vicious cycle of  
indebtedness and dependency (Box 3). 

Private traders operate unimpeded in minority areas. One line of  reasoning is that these traders pro-
vide a service of  inputs to remote areas and take risks on lending to minorities. But this lending can trap 
many households into cycles of  debt, as minorities were, according to CSA findings, unable to repay 
last year’s production debts before needing new ones. This is an area where pro-active policies and at-
tention from authorities seem is warranted since such debt lending can undermine poverty reduction 
efforts in the area. A positive example of  how this can be tackled can be seen in Yen Bai province in 
the Northern Mountains, where the Farmers Union stepped in to prevent informal loan dependency 
by offering a policy on deferred payment contracts for purchasing fertilizer. Each year, the Farmers’ 
Union supplies fertilizer to its members with a payment period of  6 months from the contract date. 
The farmers do not have to pay interest through this period, and when they repay the cost of  the fertil-
izer at the end of  the season it is at fixed, agreed-upon rates that the union had negotiated with fertilizer 
companies. This kind of  informal credit has many advantages, including simple procedures, no interest 
rates, and direct delivery to villages, along with the institutional support of  the union to keep prices low. 
The largest benefit of  this kind of  credit is that it reduces the burden on the farmers to have cash at the 
beginning of  the season to purchase materials for production (Hoang Cong Dung et al. 2006).

Box 3
how informal sector Lending Leads to indebtedness

traders in one commune in dak Lak extend credit to ethnic mnong to buy inputs prior to the corn 

planting season, taking advantage of lending in cash but then converting the amount to be repaid to 

corn equivalence if commodity prices are high. For example, if the price of the previous year’s crop 

was vnd700,000/ton, the Kinh traders lend mnong households vnd700,000 ($42), then collect one 

ton of maize from them after the harvest. the traders never accept repayment in cash if there is a 

rise in prices from season to season. in 2005, the price was 700,000 vnd per ton of corn, but in 2006 

it had risen to 1,400,000/ton ($84). With repayment in maize, the traders got 100 percent interest in 

the course of 6 months. if they worked with cash only, they could likely only charge around 5 percent 

interest a month without protest from the minority households that the interest was too high. the 

mnong also need to purchase rice to eat in the lean months before harvests are due (july, August, 

and september in dak Lak). each household needs about 250kg of rice per month to cover their 

shortfall, so they borrow 50 kg bags of rice from a local Kinh trader to get them through. then, by 

maize harvest time in october, the trader collects 250kg of corn from the farmers for every 50kg bag 

of rice. corn in 2005 fetched a price of 1,300 vnd/kg. that means the trader has essentially charged 

325,000 vnd for a 175,000 vnd bag of rice. since the trader does not deal in actual cash amounts, 

however, the profits are not as noticeable.

Source: CSA Field Notes, World Bank.
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Conclusion
Access to credit in appropriate amounts and at appropriate times 
can help minority households lift themselves out of  poverty, giv-
en good investments and wise use of  credit. A 2006 study found 
that minority households believed credit and savings schemes had 
positive impacts on their household income; 78 percent of  the 
surveyed households that had borrowed money from VBSP and 
VBARD said their incomes had gone up (Hoang Cong Dung et 
al. 2006). Given this context, supplying credit to minority areas is 
imperative since the lack of  access to affordable credit has serious 
implications for minorities’ ability to expand agricultural produc-
tion, diversify livelihoods, and invest in new activities like trade or 
services. Certainly there is cause for hope; the large expansion in 
the availability of  credit in the past five years is clearly making it to minority households, as a ma-
jority of  households surveyed by the CSA had been able to take out a loan. However, this positive 
trend should not hide the fact that minorities still borrow less frequently than ethnic Vietnamese, get 
smaller loans overall, and are more vulnerable to cycles of  debt in the informal sector. 

diFFerences in Access to LAnd, AGricuLture, And Forestry

The right of  households to access and use land, either for agriculture or forestry, is one of  the most 
important factors in household economic status in rural Vietnam. Unfortunately, minorities tend to 
have lower economic returns from land while their overall land assets are usually higher than other 
groups. The explanatory factors for this phenomenon include variations in the quality and quantity of  
land allocated to minority households; the productivity and use of  lands for economic activities; the 
role of  community and group management of  lands; and the role of  government management of  land 
(particularly State Forest Enterprises and State Farms) in minority areas. We conclude that there are a 
number of  barriers to poverty reduction that result from unequal access to land assets and use. 

Main Problems in Accessing Land, Agriculture, and Forestry

The privatization of  land has transformed traditional land use rights in minority com-
munities.  The transition to private allocation of  land that began in 1993, accompanied by a 
market in buying and selling land, has profoundly affected minorities’ traditional land use practices. 
With the implementation of  the new land laws after 1993, de facto traditional land uses were no lon-
ger able to exist because all land was to be allotted to households, families and individuals and state 
organizations for use (Vuong Xuan Tinh 2001). Because the land law said it applied only to these 
categories, “communities” and “villages” were not considered legitimate owners of  land at the time 
of  the first waves of  allocation in the early 1990s. This started to erode the rights many traditional 
communities had enjoyed. Furthermore, the process of  land allotment to households ossified land 
use relations into a relationship between one owner and the state (who granted the land use certifi-
cate), not between the individual land user and his local community, as had been the case in the past. 
Thus the process of  land allocation in the highlands presented challenges in the form of  conflicts 
between individuals, individuals and groups, or between groups.

  A young dao wife sorts 
through the day’s corn 
harvest for seeds to save 
for next year’s planting 
season in Quan ba district, 
ha Giang. 
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It is important to recognize that the Land Law was changed in 2003 (as was the Law on Forest De-
velopment in 2004) to include communities as legal owners of  land. To date, this has appeared to not 
have changed the situation for the better primarily because much land was already alienated from 
communities and given to individuals before 2003. This process is unlikely to be reversed. Further, 
despite the legal changes in 2003-4, the CSA team saw little evidence at the three field site provinces 
in 2006 that any significant allocation of  land to communities had yet occurred. Land allocation 
was still primarily given to individuals, and provinces visited appeared to have no plans in place to 
include communities despite their recognition under national law.

Minorities have different land use models. In the aggregate, we can see significant differences 
between Kinh and minorities in land use, particularly in terms of  major sources of  livelihood. One 
of  the major transformations of  the highlands in recent years has been the focus on increasing cover-
age of  industrial and cash crops: coffee, rubber, and cashew chief  among them. What we see from 
CSA survey results, however, is that minorities do not own as much land on which to cultivate these 
crops as would be ideal. The study results indicated that the majority of  minority respondents do not 
cultivate industrial crops (87%), and those who do concentrate on smaller plots than Kinh respon-
dents (only 1% of  minorities have more than 1 ha of  industrial land, while 16% of  Kinh do).

Kinh are also more diversified beyond agriculture in their household economies, often supplement-
ing agriculture with trading or services. For example, 27 percent of  Kinh surveyed earn some in-
come from trade, compared to 2 percent for ethnic minorities. Somewhat surprisingly, minorities 
surveyed are more dependent on wet rice than Kinh, (76 percent of  ethnic minorities earn income 
from rice (both irrigated and swidden), compared to 37 percent for Kinh), but without additional 
supplementary income, this rice growing alone has not pulled them out of  poverty. 

Minorities continue to be dependent on swidden agriculture. Swidden (sometimes known as 
shifting cultivation) has long been a primary production system in the uplands of  Vietnam, despite 
efforts over the past 30 years to replace it with fixed sedentary cultivation (IEMA and McElwee 
2005). Regardless of  one’s viewpoint on the merits of  swidden versus sedentary agriculture, upland 
swidden fields remain essential to most ethnic minorities’ production systems. Seventy-one percent 
of  households used upland un-irrigated lands in 2006. Some of  these lands were planted in rotation 
using the swidden production system, while some lands have been more or less converted to perma-
nent upland cultivation. Even 48 percent of  Kinh in the uplands reported using these upland non-
irrigated fields, although they do not usually fallow them in the same cycles as minorities do. Overall, 
over half  (52 percent) of  all minority households cultivated more than a third of  a hectare of  upland 
fields, compared to 16 percent of  Kinh. This is despite the fact that in many areas, households do 
not have land tenure (Red Books) for swidden land. 

Minorities report much lower rates of  agricultural investment, with resulting lower 
productivity. In addition to differential outcomes between Kinh and minorities with regard to 
how much and what kinds of  land they used for agriculture, differences were evident with regard to 
agricultural productivity between groups. Kinh reported using more chemical fertilizer for industrial 
trees and garden crops than minorities and more pesticides for garden crops. They pumped more 
water for industrial trees than members of  minority groups. Some ethnic groups (Pa Co, Van Kieu) 
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reported almost no households ever using pesticides or fertilizers on their crops. Many minorities said 
they had no money to buy agricultural inputs and that credit to invest in inputs was simply not acces-
sible to them. Another factor is the poor quality and coverage of  extension services which adversely 
impacts the specific needs of  minority farmers. Extension training tends to focus on lowland Kinh 
models of  agriculture with less investment or research into extension for upland fields, such as better 
fallow crop covers or preservation of  traditional agricultural genetic diversity.

Minority regions are dominated by forests, yet few minority households obtain liveli-
hoods from forestry. Since 1993, the government has had policies in place to transfer land use rights 
for forestry lands to individual households and away from the state. Yet the outcomes of  forest alloca-
tion and reforestation have been mixed and show strong regional disparities. The Northern Mountains 
have generally experienced faster land allocation, while very little allocation has occurred in the Central 
Highlands. Of  the total forest cover of  the four provinces in the Central Highlands, less than 2 percent 
has been allocated to individual households to use, compared to 46 percent in the Northwest (Table 3). 
The main reason for this is the continued dependence on state forest enterprises (SFEs), para-statal log-
ging companies, in the Central Highlands. In the North, SFEs have largely been disbanded and their 
land area allocated to households. In Ha Giang, there are only 9 agro forestry enterprises, accounting for 
less than 2 percent of  the total area of  the province, while in Dak Lak, there are 25 SFEs, accounting for 
44 percent of  the natural forested area of  the province. This skewed regional distribution of  forest land 
is confirmed by the CSA survey. Less than one percent of  the Dak Lak household respondents had forest 
land allocated, while 67 percent of  the households in Ha Giang received forest land. 

tAbLe 3. Forest Land Allocation by Region, 2005

region
total Forest estate 
(ha)

ha of natural forest 
allocated to hhs

ha of protection 
forest allocated to 
hhs

% of forest estate 
allocated to hhs

red river Delta 151,427 8,033 24,930 22

northern East 2,648,437 802,632 463,388 48

northern West 1,273,718 506,764 84,472 46

north Central 1,965,417 262,609 208,984 24

Central Coast 1,022,386 51,464 109,583 16

Central Highlands 2,756,370 38,628 8,130 2

South East 915,477 1,307 39,901 5

Mekong river Delta 370,707 46,977 57,357 28

total 11,070,976 1,718,414 996,745 25

Source: Figures from TECOS in Swinkels and Turk 2006.

Forestry makes only a very small contribution to minorities’ household livelihoods. De-
spite the massive efforts that have been undertaken in recent years to implement forest land alloca-
tion and community forests, overall forest land allocation does not yet appear to have a significant 
impact on household income (Dinh Duc Thuan 2005). In our CSA survey, only 9.4 percent of  those 
who had forest land allocated reported that it contributed to the households’ overall income and live-
lihood. Overall, Kinh, not minorities, said they had the most income impact from forest allocation. 
Lands that are allocated are usually of  such poor quality that they are not economically important, 
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and the very low rates of  payment for forest protection mean this sector makes an almost negligible 
contribution to household livelihoods for most minorities. 

Land differentiation and landlessness is on the increase in minority areas. Differentiation 
in quantity and quality of  land holdings can have profound impacts on the rich-poor divide in and 
between communities. During interviews with poor people, they inevitably noted the correlation 
between small or no landholdings and poverty. Previously, minority communities would redistribute 
landholdings equally each year so everyone had adequate land. However, this option is no longer 
available under the new land laws, assigning land to individuals with little chance for community 
redistribution. This has given some households the chance to prosper and accumulate land, while 
others have not been so fortunate. Dak Lak province in particular suffers from a serious cultivable 
land shortage. A recent survey showed that half  of  minority households in Dak Lak owned less than 
one hectare of  land. In addition, land disputes, land occupation, and land sales, especially in the 
context of  coffee production, have resulted in land shortages (Box 4). For example, migrants to Dak 
Lak bought land from minorities who were willing to sell land and in some cases were duped into 
doing so due to their lack of  understanding of  the significance of  land tenure certificates (LTCs). 

Indebtedness is a major reason for loss of  land. As noted in our previous discussion of  credit, 
the fall of  coffee prices in 1998–2000 led to indebtedness for many households who had mortgaged 
land or used it as collateral: one survey revealed that 45 percent of  coffee growing households in Dak 
Lak lacked adequate food, 66 percent had bank debts, and 45 percent of  households had to turn to 
wage labor (ICARD and Oxfam 2002). Rich households were able to deal with the drop in prices 
by holding and storing coffee in the expectation that prices would rise again. Others reduced their 
investments, particularly in water and fertilizer. A study of  coffee farmers by U.S. economists found 
that large Kinh farmers were able to turn to other sources of  income but the same was not true for 
smaller farms and minority farmers (Rios and Shively 2005). Many minorities had to sell their lands 
as payment of  debts, rather than trying new higher-priced crops, or simply holding on and waiting 
for better prices, as many Kinh households did. Similar patterns of  losses of  land to bad debts ap-
pear to be common among Khmer in the Mekong Delta; unpaid mortgages have been a major cause 

Box 4
Land sales are rising in some minority Areas

Wealthy speculators from ho chi minh city and elsewhere started a land market in the central 

highlands coffee region in the 1990s by purchasing large tracts of coffee lands. plots close to the 

road and water sources commanded the highest prices. in the face of rising land prices, and given 

the heavy debt loads carried by many minority households, it was not surprising that many ethnic 

minorities were involved in selling their lands. previous land sales were reported by 5 percent of 

csA survey respondents. of this number, most were ede. in recent years 28 percent of ede had 

sold some land. twelve percent of all households in dak Lak had sold land, while the figure was 

only 2 percent of households in ha Giang and 0 percent of households in Quang tri. to combat this 

problem, some localities in the central highlands, such as dak Lak, instituted decrees after 2000 

limiting or forbidding the purchase of land from ethnic minorities in certain areas. 

Source: CSA Survey, World Bank.
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of  landlessness in the Mekong Delta, where 25 percent of  Khmer households are now functionally 
landless (Le Ngoc Thang et al. 2007). 

Policies to deal with land losses are inadequate in minority areas. In response to concerns  
that minority landholdings, particularly in the Central Highlands, had become threatened since 
land allocation began in the 1990s, the party and government passed a series of  policy resolutions, 
including Decision 132 on creating land funds in the Central Highlands, and Program 134 (P134), 
which extended Decision 132 to minority areas nationwide. These programs were designed 
to reallocate land to those minority households that lacked land. Addressing the land allocation 
problem has been an important step taken by the government, since this has the potential to contrib-
ute to better production and poverty reduction. With the appropriate policies in place, the govern-
ment is must now address issues of  implementation of  P134 (Box 6). It is unlikely that P134 will be 
able to solve the land shortages facing many ethnic communities since many communes had little 
land to give out. Instead, national P134 money is used to build houses for minorities in need and 
most people interviewed consider it as such.

Box 6
p134 and Landholdings in ethnic minority Areas

According to csA interviews with policy makers, less than 10 percent of households identified as 

being short of land have received land from p134, and the program is nowhere near the target 

distribution of over 100,000 ha of land. the fundamental goal of land redistribution is not being 

achieved in that people are not being given land back that was once theirs or their villages. When 

land is given back, it is often someplace else, sometimes in the same commune, but often further 

afield in the district. this requires people in many cases to make a decision to move their household 

out of their original village into a new settlement. Given that the best land has already been sold, 

anything left to give out under p134 is usually of poorer quality (unwanted areas of barren and poor 

land), which is unlikely to bring people out of poverty. relying on wage labor in a village one is 

familiar with, compared to poor land someplace else where one has no family or relatives, is often a 

better economic choice for households and prevents p134 from having a significant impact. 

Source: CSA Survey, World Bank.

Box 5
other Factors in the Loss of ethnic minority Lands

Fifteen percent of all households in the csA survey reported having lost land at some point in the 

past without compensation: 12 percent of households in dak Lak, 19 percent in ha Giang, and 13 

percent in Quang tri. the main reasons for losing land were confiscation (57 percent of those who 

had lost land), landslides/erosion (26 percent), and other reasons/unknown (17 percent). these land 

losses were unequally divided between Kinh and minorities; with about six percent of Kinh had lost 

any land, while 16 percent of minority households had.

Source: CSA Survey, World Bank
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Conclusion
Land tenure plays a critical role in poverty reduction among ethnic minorities. Over the past century, 
changes in land policies have profoundly affected the lives of  minorities. From a cultural point of  
view, ethnic minorities’ relationship to land has shifted from a system in which community-managed 
land was not allowed to be sold or exchanged, to one where land is now a commodity in which 
individuals make decisions about land use. These land policies have promoted investment and ag-
ricultural intensification in minority areas. While some minorities have thrived in this environment, 
other minorities have not. Minorities who are market oriented, and who have been able to take 
advantage of  new production policies, have transformed their production from subsistence to more 
globally oriented commodities. Others have been less successful, and land policies have resulted in 
differentiation in land tenure, which has had a major impact on the rich and poor divide within and 
between communities and between ethnic groups. Differentiation in land tenure has enabled large 
landholders to become richer, while preventing poverty reduction among the landless or those with 
little land. Part of  the explanation for this is that minorities have different overall production models 
compared to other groups in highland areas. While minorities plant varied crops instead of  relying 
on high-value monocrops, such diversity has not helped minorities maximize their income.  Others 
may own smaller landholdings overall, but the land they do own tends to be higher value lands for 
industrial crops. Swidden lands remain important for minorities, but low value as they receive little 
attention from extension services. Finally, forest income is low for nearly all minority households, 
even though rates of  forest cover are highest in minority regions. 

diFFerences in Access to mArKets, trAdinG, And oFF-FArm 
empLoyment

Barriers to market practices and the commercialization of  minority livelihoods are factors prevent-
ing higher rates of  poverty reduction. Our research finds that minorities tend to use markets less 
than Kinh, and tend to receive less money for the products they sell there. Minorities are also much 
less likely to be traders or involved in shop keeping than Kinh, and they report fewer sources of  off-
farm employment. Since the role of  markets and off-farm employment is extremely important in 
increasing economic development among minorities, their engagement in these areas needs to be 
increased. Furthermore, diversification within the farm economy, by selling commercial crops rather 
than relying on subsistence crops, also can help households move out of  poverty (Minot et al. 2003). 
However, while Vietnam’s rural sector is clearly moving toward more commercial production, such a 
trend needs to be tempered by a realistic view that much of  the market sector remains undervalued 
in minority areas, which lack value-chain linkages among producers, traders, and consumers, as well 
as sources of  support for high-value commodity products.

Main Problems in Accessing Markets, Trading, and Off-Farm Income 

Minorities are increasingly market-oriented, but they use differ market channels com-
pared to non-minorities. The CSA research found that minorities are becoming well-integrated 
into the market system and have been for some time. Nearly half  of  all households surveyed sold 
something at a physical marketplace last year, and the vast majority raised some sort of  income from 
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selling goods they had produced. Sales of  locally produced products are an important source of  
cash; this cash income helps local people buy food and cover other expenditures. However, we need 
to distinguish between the use of  physical marketplaces and being involved in the market (selling 
one’s produce to a trader). While the latter is increasingly common in minority areas, they appear to 
be less likely to do their trading at central marketplaces than Kinh (Table 4 and Box 7), instead deal-
ing directly with traders in villages or at the farm gate. In fact, 74 percent of  households reported 
that traders come to their village to buy things.

The degree of  commercialization among minorities is varied, and mostly influenced 
by regional trends. There are areas with a low degree of  commercialization, where farmers grow 
crops that can be eaten primarily for subsistence purposes, and who then sell any surplus on the 
market (such as in Quang Tri in the North Central Region). In areas with a medium degree of  com-
mercialization, farmers often have multiple plots in which they produce food for consumption with lo-
cally preferred varieties and low inputs, and plots in which they use hybrid or high yielding seeds with 
inputs for sale (as is the case with hybrid corn and high-yield cassava in Ha Giang and much of  the 
Northern Mountains). In areas with a high degree of  commercialization, the market is the main focus 
of  farmers, who produce only the goods that consumers are demanding and that are not subsistence 
goods (as in Dak Lak with coffee and other crops like cashew and pepper). For these commercialized 
farmers, decisions are made in order to increase profit rather than to ensure food security, which is the 
main concern of  the noncommercial subsistence farmer. Yet there appears to be little attention in the 
agricultural support and extension system to these diverse types of  agriculture, both commercial and 
subsistence. For example, in Dak Lak, where minority farmers said they wanted extension training 
to raise productivity of  their main crop, coffee, they were instead given training on how to grow wet 

tAbLe 4. Access to and Use of Marketplaces among Minorities and Kinh

Average number of times hh goes to a market per month ethnic minorities 
(%)

Kinh majority
(%)

none 15 2 

1 to 4 72 54 

5 to 10 7 10 

11 or more 7 34 

Source: CSA Survey, World Bank.

box 7
minorities use central marketplaces Less often 

While over 98 percent of Kinh respondents said they used markets regularly compared to 85 percent 

of ethnic minorities, the csA study found that low market usage was very pronounced in Quang 

tri: nearly 33 percent of minorities said they did not go to markets.  nonetheless, even in the most 

subsistence-oriented areas visited (for example, western Quang tri), we saw evidence of increasing 

interactions between producers and buyers (particularly travelling traders). the increasing number 

of roads has been one important factor in the development of markets and production at the local 

level. 

Source: CSA Survey, World Bank.
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rice, which failed in the local environment. Often such a situation stems from inaccurate assumptions 
among officials that the Ede farmers were subsistence producers, when in fact they were highly com-
mercially oriented, which prevented them from receiving appropriate extension training.

Minority women are less involved in markets compared to their Kinh counterparts. For 
Kinh, it is clear that women take the main responsibility to go to markets (compared to husbands, 
their children, or others) for the household. Kinh women are also the main traders in many market-
places. Minority men, however, tend to access markets more compared to their female counterparts: 
24 percent of  minority husbands went to the markets alone compared to 6 percent of  Kinh men. 
Kinh women are often more skilled as traders and financial managers due to their familiarity with 
markets, their language, and other cultural advantages. In comparison, minority women reported 
they are often “confused at the market” and “do not understand” what traders say. This means more 
men have to conduct market activities for minority households, as men are often more fluent in 
Vietnamese. These barriers also discourage ethnic minority women from learning new techniques to 
improve productivity, as they may not travel as much to markets as Kinh women and get to see first 
hand about new varieties and breeds that are being bought and sold. 

Minorities sell more low-valued crops on the market than Kinh. In addition to differences 
between Kinh and minorities in the number of  times they frequent markets, we also noted ethnic 
differences in what minorities sold at markets (Table 5). The survey shows Kinh are more likely to 
sell higher value industrial crops on the market (in particular, coffee, sugar, cashew, tea, and fruit). 
Minorities primarily sold lower value corn and cassava crops. 

Minorities report barriers to access in the marketplace. While minorities are increasingly 
becoming integrated into the market, which they depend on for buying and selling goods, they did 
report a number of  problems with market transactions. Twenty-nine percent of  households reported 
having to buy high and sell low (bi ep gia) as a special problem, especially for those living in the most 
remote areas. This geographical remoteness produces conditions characterized by an absence of  
good roads and markets, as well as restricted information exchange and intra-group interactions. 
The problem of  buying high and selling low was closely followed by complaints of  price fluctuations 
throughout the year (21 percent). Global market integration, which is subject to greater price fluc-
tuations, may also adversely impact ethnic minorities compared to other groups. Ethnic minorities 
in Dak Lak specializing in cashew, coffee, and high-yield cassava reported feeling market and price 
movements most strongly. The absence of  information on prices (reported by 12 percent of  house-

tAbLe 5. Products Sold in Markets by Kinh and Minorities

products sold in markets % ethnic minorities hh 
that sell

% Kinh majority hh 
that sell

rice 8 0 

Corn 28 6 

fruit 12 22 

industrial/cash crops (coffee, tea, pepper, cashew, 
sugarcane, etc)

7 24

Source: CSA Survey, World Bank
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holds), combined with a lack of  power to deal directly with processors 
rather than middlemen and general unfamiliarity with market mecha-
nisms (14 percent of  households), was reported as well. 

Minorities lack valued added processing and value-chain 
linkages for their produce. Many minorities reported that one 
reason their products are often sold below market prices is that traders 
come to villages to buy unprocessed goods, which they then re-sell at 
higher prices to businesses and processing facilities. Many minority 
communities in the CSA reported selling unprocessed goods (corn on 
cobs, green coffee cherries, raw wet cassava) because of  a lack of  ac-
cess to storage and processing facilities. Since mechanically processed 
goods (husked rice, dried and sorted coffee beans) require equipment, 
ethnic minorities must rely on mobile Kinh processors or else sell the 
goods unprocessed. This guarantees lower prices for these goods than 
if  the minorities were able to process themselves. Kinh farmers, on the other hand, reported that 
they will often wait and hold on to their produce if  they get a low price from a mobile trader, until 
they can get to a government store or trading post (dai ly) that they know offers a better price. 

Petty trading, even at the village level, is dominated by non-minorities. Minorities are 
much less likely than Kinh to run a shop or engage in trading beyond selling their own produce: only 
3 percent of  ethnic minority households reported income from trading, compared to 27 percent of  
Kinh. Very few minority groups reported any trading activities at all; only Tay, Hmong and Mnong, 
out of  all households surveyed, reported any business activities. In PRA meetings, we asked who the 
main trading agent was in each village. Even in overwhelmingly minority villages, the village trader/
shop owner is almost always Kinh. To open a shop for trade runs into cultural barriers among nearly 
all the minority groups interviewed. These cultural barriers to trade are tied to the idea of  commu-
nity reciprocity: if  you are a minority and you open a store, you will be besieged with requests from 
kin and neighbors for loans, borrowing on credit, and giving things away free, among other requests. 
Minority people repeatedly stated that these social obligations, which cannot be refused, result in 
bad business, as it is also socially unacceptable to demand repayments of  gifts and loans. Some mi-
norities in fact said they often preferred to leave trading to Kinh migrants, because of  these social 
demands and social relationships (Box 8). 

Both Kinh and minorities interviewed in PRA agreed that Kinh were better in the marketplace, 
which explained their dominance of  the economic and trading systems. One clear reason is that 
Kinh are also more mobile, and many Kinh traders in minority areas are originally from significant 
distances away. Many had started off  selling itinerantly, and some had bought land and settled per-
manently in minority regions. They often relied on contacts in their home villages and regions to 
do business in their new upland homes, and many could raise the capital and collateral necessary to 
open a shop from their extended network of  kin and friends. Many Kinh and minorities alike also 
attributed Kinh success in trading to their “mental abilities,” which were claimed to be different than 
minorities. Many Kinh also described minorities as being less skilled in mathematics than Kinh and 
“not having a head for business” as reasons why there were no minority-owned shops. 

s Among the ede, a sign 
of prosperity is ownership 
of ceramic jars. many are 
hundreds of years old and 
were traded for forest 
products with chinese 
traders many generations 
ago.  the richest ede 
families may have 20 or 
more jars. 
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Minority representation in non-farm sectors is low. Twenty-two percent of  Kinh in the survey 
reported that a member of  the household had served as a government official, compared to only 9 
percent of  ethnic minorities. In Ha Giang, the CSA team saw some parity, with minorities also serving 
in government positions, though this was disproportionately Tay (32 percent of  Tay report govern-
ment positions). Kinh are more likely to have household members who were teachers; Kinh are also 
much more likely to be employed as traders (8 percent of  Kinh versus 0 percent of  minorities). 

Conclusion 
Market access is more than building infrastructure and simple exposure to markets. Contrary to con-
ventional wisdom, ethnic minorities show great awareness of  and engagement with market forces. 

Box 9
some tricks of the trade

numerous tricks are used in the market place to reduce the prices paid for produce bought from 

minorities. scales may be rigged. mobile rice millers may charge low rates to encourage minorities 

to mill their rice with them, but then make a small hole in the bottom of the machine to collect extra 

rice (about 2.5kg per 50kg of rice milled), resulting in a profit about 10 times the charged price. 

such tricks are played on everyone, but minorities reported these problems more often in prA. 

officials confirmed that traders often deliberately “take advantage of” minorities’ lack of language 

and literacy skills. such tricks not only impoverish minorities who are taken advantage of, but they 

are a barrier to entry to the market by minority traders.

Source: CSA Field Notes, World Bank.

Box 8
cultural constraints to trading

the cultural beliefs of some ethnic groups can strongly influence how they take part in the market 

economy. it was commonly said there was a different mindset between Kinh and minorities when it 

comes to market transactions. minorities often viewed the social relations involved in transactions 

as paramount to profit at times. For example, ede people “sell goods to people they like even 

though the price can be lower,” said farmers at a prA in ea bro village. We heard in several places 

that minorities do not know how to (or do not want to) “noi thach” (overprice goods or charge 

different prices depending on how much profit the trader thinks they can get) as this is wrong and 

a moral violation of their principles. Further, if generosity is a favored attribute, this too will affect 

market relations. A mnong elder told the team, “the mnong like people who give and not those who 

take money.” thus demanding payment immediately or with interest is difficult for minorities to do 

to other minorities, as it seems culturally inappropriate or strange. some of the attributes that are 

necessary to be successful in the market economy go against the moral code of minority cultures and 

thus are not encouraged. Another cultural factor that may influence market interactions is the deeply 

embedded sense of community. For many minorities, market decisions are not individual decisions, 

or household decisions. rather, interaction with markets and buying and selling is something that 

has to be done collectively, especially among relatives of a clan. 

Source: CSA Field Notes, World Bank.
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However, they use physical marketplaces less than Kinh, which means that the building of  physical 
marketplaces may benefit then less. Investment currently spent on building markets might also be 
channeled to credit or agricultural processing facilities to raise prices paid at the farm-gate in minor-
ity areas. More attention could also be paid to market vulnerabilities among minorities, both to price 
fluctuations and to unscrupulous middlemen and traders. Many ethnic minority farmers also have 
limited awareness of  market demands, and lack market updates on price. Overall, while much atten-
tion has been paid to improving the infrastructure for trading and markets in highland areas, there 
has been almost no policy attention paid to cultural and social issues, such as the fact that trading 
and business in minority areas is not dominated by them. Support to alternative models of  trade that 
reflect community and cultural norms (such as loans to start community-owned supply stores) could 
be an option to give minorities a foothold in the market. 

diFFerences in perceptions oF minorities

We now turn to the final issues of  disadvantage for ethnic minorities, what we are calling “miscon-
ceptions” and “stereotyping.” Unlike the previous sectors, in which we can demonstrate measurable 
differences between minorities and non-minorities in terms of  education received or land tenure 
granted, this is a more subtle problem. It is difficult to quantitatively measure how many people 
might hold stereotypes about minorities, and how those stereotypes might serve to disempower or 
deprive minorities of  their ability to full participation in society. What we are able to present here 
are different forms of  evidence that show a general trend, which is a majority-centered worldview 
that sees the ethnic minorities as somewhat less developed. This idea has actually been reinforced 
by recent developments and donor emphasis on poverty alleviation among remote and minority 
areas. Minorities have long been considered as different from Kinh (often seen as “backward”) and 
the attention paid to poverty reduction has reinforced this longstanding perception that minorities 
are economically behind and need to be assisted to “catch up” to the Kinh people. Yet this idea of  
catching up implies a sense of  evolution of  cultures, with some at very low states of  evolution (those 
most poverty-stricken and “backwards”) compared to majority groups. 

Main Problems with Stereotyping of Minorities

Government interventions are premised on the view that minorities should be more like 
Kinh. For the past 30 years, the underlying belief  has been that “backwardness” can be changed with 
development interventions or policies such as the introduction of  wet rice cultivation or the resettlement 
of  swidden cultivators. The lack of  economic progress of  minorities is attributed to their cultures and 
habits, and their practices and traditions have been targeted for elimination or revision. The logic be-
hind these campaigns is that Kinh have economically developed and many have moved out of  poverty 
over the past years, so if  minorities are more like Kinh, they too should be able to reach higher states 
of  development. However, a question needs to be raised regarding the effects of  identifying minorities 
as backwards and viewing their cultures as more superstitious. Does stereotyping minorities in such a 
manner result in measurable forms of  discrimination that may have welfare impacts? Among minori-
ties, the research team saw evidence of  considerable internalization of  negative views of  themselves. 
An issue to consider is the extent to which policies are developed on the basis of  realities of  livelihoods 
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among minorities compared to being informed by unrealistic viewpoints of  what minority communi-
ties are like. During the CSA, we heard many forms of  stereotypes expressed by officials and others 
across several provinces and departments. It was not uncommon to hear that:  

n “Ethnic minorities don’t know how to make a living”—CEM cadre
n “Ethnic minorities don’t consume - they are only self-sufficient”—Ministry of  Social Affairs, 

Invalids and Labor cadre
n “Minorities don’t know how to use credit effectively”—Social Policy Bank cadre
n “Minorities have low intellectual levels, which has an impact on their economies. They don’t 

know how to use technology or raise livestock”—District cadre
n “Minorities don’t have the will to get ahead ”—District People’s Committee member

Changing such perceptions about minorities will require that attention be paid to the representa-
tion of  minorities—in anthropological works, in the mass media, in school curricula, in government 
reports—and the ways in which stereotypes or ethnocentrism may be shaping the development 
agenda for minorities. 

Civil rights laws should be clearly applied: Vietnam has a strong legal basis to prevent overt 
discrimination, and all minorities are considered to be equal citizens under the law. Further, there are 
no cultural codes deeply embedded in society regarding peoples’ “status” and “place,” as might be the 
case in societies in which caste is an issue, and there is no deliberate exclusion of  minorities from soci-
ety, such as one might find with persecuted religious minorities in other countries. Rather, Vietnam has 
positive forms of  affirmative action in many laws, from education (where minority college applicants 
are admitted with lower entrance exams than Kinh students) and politics (where are certain percent-
age of  National Assembly seats are reserved for minority nominees in proportion to their percentage 
of  the population.) The best-known member of  an ethnic minority group currently in politics is the 
Communist Party head (and former National Assembly chairman) Nong Duc Manh, who is Tay. Yet 
because there are no obvious signs of  discrimination, people in Vietnam may think that discrimination 
does not exist. But the stereotyping and misconceptions observed during CSA research have origins 
and outcomes similar to discrimination, in that—for a variety of  reasons—they contribute to negative 
effects on minorities. Further, when this unequal treatment is experienced by minorities, lack of  aware-
ness of  civil rights laws means there are few opportunities to challenge discriminatory behavior.

The classification of  minorities may contribute to a system of  hierarchy. The official clas-
sification system identifies 54 groups that the Constitution says are all equal. In reality, there are nu-
anced notions which classify minorities according to their cultural, economic, and social practices. 
In other words, minorities (primarily the Tay, Nung, Thai, and Muong) who most resemble Kinh 
in culture and custom, such as wet rice planting, living in lowlands, and having patriarchal social 
organization and village organization may be seen as “almost like Kinh”. Since many people in 
these ethnic groups are relatively well-educated and speak Kinh better, they maybe better placed in 
accruing the benefits of  development. As a counter example, groups that engage in shifting cultiva-
tion (almost all of  the groups of  the Central Highlands and many in the northwest of  Vietnam are 
considered these types of  “nomads”), or groups with a matriarchal social organization (some Central 
Highlands groups) are viewed as less developed. At the very end of  this spectrum are groups with 
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very small populations who are considered to carry primitive lifestyles (Vuong Hoang Tuyen 1973). 
This last group includes minorities such as the Chut, Brau, and O Du.

Stereotyping can have negative consequences, particularly on minorities’ self-esteem 
and self-confidence. The Vietnamese governmental stance on minority development is extremely 
progressive. But popular perceptions regarding minority communities can have impacts on their self-
esteem (Box 10) resulting in their decreased participation (due to lack of  self-confidence), but also 
less inclination for others to listen to them because they are perceived to be “less educated” or have 
“lower intellectual levels.” 

Stereotyping can lead to less confidence and support for ethnic minorities to 
have their own voice and power. The common notion that minorities have “less capac-
ity” and “less intellectual ability” than non-minorities may in part stem from the historical 
reliance on Kinh cadres, teachers, and healthcare workers to work in minority areas. This re-
inforces the belief  that minorities are unable to take on such positions of  authority and leader-
ship. For example, in Ha Giang province, Kinh make up only 12 percent of  the population, 
but 54 percent of  all cadres. Of  the remaining 46 percent of  cadres who are ethnic minori-
ties, however, 76 percent are Tay, meaning many of  Ha Giang’s ethnic population (Ha Giang 
has more than 20 ethnic groups) have little to no representation in the civil service or among local 
leadership. Without support for minorities to be cadres in number commensurate with their popula-
tion, it is difficult for minorities to give voice to their own specific aspirations and needs. 

Stereotyping may also lead to flawed policy prescriptions. Misconceptions about how mi-
norities live, which are not backed up with actual data from work with minority communities, can be 

Box 10
stereotyping and its impact on minority self-image

the csA research team asked survey respondents to choose one word of a paired set to describe 

their own ethnic group. respondents were given choices like “backwards” or “progressive”; 

“autarchic” or “market-oriented”; “low levels of education” versus “high levels of education”; and 

“unresourceful at making a living” or “good at making a living.” the belief that minorities are less 

capable than Kinh is widespread not only among government cadres but among the minorities 

themselves. For example, 47 percent of minorities said their own ethnic group was backwards, as 

compared to 16 percent of Kinh; 12 percent of ethnic minorities reported their own ethnic group was 

lazy compared to 0 percent of Kinh surveyed; and 74 percent of ethnic minorities said they had low 

levels of education, compared to 52 percent of Kinh. 

there were also differences within ethnic minority groups: the tay, for example, do not often say 

they are “backward,” but rather that they have low education and are bad at making a living, while 

nearly 80 percent of van Kieu thought themselves “backwards.” sixty percent of Kinh thought tay 

were uneducated, while only 10 percent of non-tay minorities said the tay were uneducated. the rest 

found them highly educated. thirty-seven percent of Kinh thought ede were superstitious, while no 

non-ede minorities thought this about them. 

Source: CSA Field Notes, World Bank.
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harmful for policy development. For example, the misunderstanding that minorities are autarkic has 
led to an emphasis on markets and infrastructure, when our work shows that investment might be 
better targeted to agricultural processing and value-adding, not just more physical marketplaces. As 
another example, the belief  that minorities have less intellectual capacity can result in investment in 
Kinh development to “show minorities how to develop”—as was the case with migration programs 
in Quang Tri—rather than directly investing in minority communities themselves. 

Stereotyping about minorities’ perceived abilities can adversely affect their access to services as seen 
with the credit system in Dak Lak. There, Ede reported that many bank staff  members would state 
either explicitly or implicitly that minorities did not have sufficient creditworthiness to obtain large 
loans, and would direct Ede to the Social Policy Bank. The belief  of  bankers that minorities couldn’t 
handle larger loans, or the belief  among Ede that they would not receive such loans even if  they 
asked, accounts for the fact that many Ede have never taken a large loan out. 

Attention to cultural factors in minority development is needed: We have suggested that 
policies intended for minorities should take their cultural differences into account. This issue could 
be addressed by strengthening the structures responsible for policy making within the government 
for minorities. The Committee on Ethnic Minorities (CEM) is a ministerial level office, but its budget 
and staffing numbers do not compare in strength to ministries such as the Ministry of  Planning and 
Investment and the Ministry of  Agriculture and Rural Development. CEM ‘s policymaking should 
be based on strong local research, or use ethnographic and anthropological data to a greater extent 
than it currently does. CEM could be encouraged to promote new proactive ways to encourage cul-
tural sensitivity and awareness, from specific training on dealing with minorities in culturally appro-
priate ways, to pro-active affirmative action policies, legal anti-discrimination statutes enshrined in a 
Law on Minorities, government offices and ombudsmen focused on civil rights, or other initiatives. 

Conclusion
Social inequality (bat binh dang) and income differentiation (phan hoa giau ngheo) are increasingly rec-
ognized problems in Vietnam. This chapter points out that “ethnic differentiation” (phan hoa dan toc) 
is also a problem that Vietnam will need to tackle. However, unlike income differentiation, which 
can be measured by such tools as Gini indexes, the problem of  measuring ethnic differentiation or 
unequal treatment is much harder. Certainly the indications presented here are that minorities per-
ceive themselves as being on the receiving end of  harmful stereotypes, and these stereotypes have in 
many cases then been internalized, so that many minorities themselves think they are backwards and 
unable to get ahead. The end result is a situation where minorities feel disempowered and voiceless 
in their society. The misunderstanding of  cultural norms and inappropriate interpretation of  actions 
and behaviors of  minorities can collectively lead to poorer outcomes for development. A different 
approach needs to be tried; otherwise, minorities risk becoming even more marginalized. 

Eliminating negative attitudes is difficult, and extremely sensitive, given that such attitudes can be 
widespread among the communities intended to serve minorities. Increased sensitivity and aware-
ness of  this issue is needed at all levels, from local cadres to teachers to urban dwellers to newspaper 
reporters. Learning to value ethnic diversity is important, and should be emphasized to a much 
greater extent. Appreciation of  cultural diversity, and taking an approach more grounded in cultural 
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relativism, would enable more incorporation of  cultural concerns into development practice. The 
type of  change required on the part of  all members of  society is perhaps one of  the greatest chal-
lenges facing development work with minorities. 

AdditionAL issues FAcinG minority popuLAtions

We have noted the central factors that CSA research identified as producing differential impacts on 
poverty outcomes. In this conclusion, we also wish to note that there are also specific populations 
of  vulnerability among ethnic minorities that poverty programs and projects need to pay special 
attention to, namely (a) women and (b) children and youth. We briefly examine these vulnerable 
populations here. 

Women
Ethnic minority women have different access to assets, capabilities and voice than do men, and there 
are often cultural or economic barriers to women’s capacity and decision-making ability in minority 
communities. Despite the benefits enjoyed by both men and women from recent economic growth, 
infrastructure development, and increased agricultural production, there is evidence that existing 
gender inequalities persist (Bui Minh Dao 2003, p. 115). Cultural norms continue to place ethnic 
minority women in a subordinate position in many communities, and minority women continue 
to be disadvantaged in all respects, including access to production resources and extension services 
as well as to healthcare and education. Many minority women have had no opportunity to go to 
school, and are illiterate in Vietnamese. This prevents them from participating more actively in new 
economic opportunities brought about by the market economy. 
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 two young mnong women in Lak district, dak Lak, return home from working in their swidden fields several km walk away. 
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Ethnic minority women, especially those who live in remote villages, have few opportunities to partici-
pate in meetings for any purpose, which prevent them from accessing social services and significantly 
limit their interaction with the outside world. According to the male head of  a Mnong village in Lak 
District, “Men can get around more freely, while women sit in one place. In the event of  a divorce, the 
woman has to look after the children all by herself.” Many women said that it was primarily men who 
sought off-farm wage labor, because they were more likely to speak Vietnamese and to not be shy about 
leaving the community and interacting with other ethnic groups. This lack of  mobility and exposure to 
the outside world that affects many minority women can be contrasted with Kinh women, who are often 
breadwinners and traders and have many contacts and business opportunities outside the household. 

Culturally, patriarchal minority traditions and practices also have impacts on women’s status. For 
example, men occupy the important positions in Van Kieu and Pa Co society, and are the landown-
ers, head of  the lineage, and head of  the village. Men also carry out the responsibilities as shamans 
and make decisions on important matters such as weddings and religious ceremonies. Properties and 
household assets are handed over from one man to another, while women are not given any share of  
property. (For example, if  the household has no son, the property will be handed over to a nephew.) 

There are some exceptions to these types of  patriarchal customs. For example, due to their distinctive 
matrilineal system (inheritance is passed through daughters), women in Ede and Mnong communi-
ties have had important decision-making power and enjoyed a relatively high status. However, matri-
lineal descent has been threatened in recent years as a result of  legal policies and informal practices 
of  authorities to not recognize women’s land use rights in land tenure certificates or women’s leader-
ship roles in matriarchal ethnic communities. Men, who are more likely to speak Vietnamese, are 
often targeted to be village leaders, while in the past women might have played this leadership role. 
Women in some communities have tried to push back against norms that relegate them to secondary 
status (see Box 11), but many challenges remain.

Box 11
A positive example of Women’s empowerment

there are some promising examples of women taking charge of their destinies and giving voice to 

their needs in minority communities. one such case is a hmong hemp cooperative in Quan ba district 

of ha Giang. the cooperative was initially established in 2000 with a 13 million vnd grant from the 

department of Agriculture and rural development to a group of 20 hmong women members and a 

core group of technical personnel responsible for different parts of the production process such as 

embroidery, drawing, and sewing. the co-op recruits workers who are victims of domestic violence, 

some of whom had been sent to china. Within a few years, its membership has increased from 20 

in 1999 to 110 in 2004. today, workers’ salaries range from 300,000 vnd to 600,000 vnd per month 

depending on production and quality. Women can save this income and decide what to do with it. 

Aside from economic gain, there are many advantages to be members of the cooperative. Women 

have more freedom to express themselves. the co-op is a place where women can seek help in case 

of domestic violence. members of the co-op have had more exposure to the outside world. they earn 

more money, which enables them to have more voice within the household and in the community. 

they also take part in local social events. they receive training on budgeting for the household, thus 

increasing their importance and their decision-making role within the family.

Source: CSA Field Notes, World Bank.
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Youth 
Ethnic minority youth face many barriers in realizing their potential. Most ethnic youth are optimis-
tic about the future; 74 percent of  youth surveyed by the CSA think they will be more prosperous 
than their parents’ generation. But youth face roadblocks to this prosperity: of  108 youth respon-
dents to our survey, only 20 percent had received any sort of  technical or vocational skills. Only half  
of  those had found a job related to their training. There are very few policies or support programs 
targeted at minority youth; in most villages visited, the only activities for youth were sports and rec-
reation and an occasional job training course offered by the local Youth Union. There are virtually 
no policies targeting the specific needs of  ethnic youth.

This is part of  a larger problem for ethnic youth: they do not know much of  the world outside their 
community. Seventy-eight percent of  youth respondents said they preferred to stay in their village 
to look for work in the future, while only 22 percent said they were open to migration. This is not to 
say that minorities were closed off  from the outside world. In fact, TV was the most popular mode 
of  communication for youth to learn new things, followed by newspapers and radio. Many minority 
youth enjoy the same South Korean soap operas and Vietnamese pop music that Kinh youth do. But 
compared with Kinh and especially urban youth, minorities face many disadvantages. Only 16 per-
cent of  minority youth respondents knew anything about computers. Only 6 percent had ever used 
a mobile phone (only Tay and Bo Y youth), and no one in the survey owned one. As a result, many 
minority youth risk falling behind urban and Kinh youth in access to technology and a wider world. 
Just as poor households are a specific target under poverty reduction programs, it seems reasonable 
to add that youth might be a feasible target population as well. 
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Final Policy Recommendations

This CSA has attempted to provide a framework to understand both the macro-level social 
and political influences on ethnic minority policy, and the micro-level outcomes of  develop-
ment in minority communities. We have outlined a number of  factors that influence the 

opportunities and constraints to more equitable, inclusive development, including unequal access to 
education, differential migration impacts, uneven access to credit, disparities in models of  land use, 
asymmetrical relations to markets, and disparate outcomes related to stereotyping and ethnocentric 
premises in development. We have noted throughout this report that eradicating poverty in minor-
ity communities in Vietnam cannot be understood solely as simply an economic equation to raise 
household incomes, but rather as a project with broad social and cultural dimensions requiring a 
holistic understanding of  the many barriers that minority communities face. 

Our overall message attention to culturally inclusive development is needed in order to improve 
development outcomes for ethnic minorities. This is not to say that there has been failure to serve 
minorities; in fact, most communities believe life has gotten better in recent years compared to 
the severe poverty that characterized much of  the wartime era in Vietnam. And the government 
has made minority development a high priority, and should be congratulated on their attention to 
minority issues. But, inequalities remain vis a vis access to government programs and services, to 
institutions and governance, and in overall development outcomes remain. Unless problems with 
culturally inclusive development are addressed, minorities may continue to significantly lag behind 
Kinh on all development indicators, and form a permanently disadvantaged class. Such an outcome 
would be detrimental to Vietnam’s long-standing goals of  targeting support to vulnerable areas and 
promoting unity and cooperation between minorities and Kinh. 

In addition to analyzing the barriers facing minorities, the CSA report has extracted a few major 
recommendations, cutting across all the sectoral chapters. These are not direct prescriptions, as we 
argue that in many cases, policy alone cannot change what are social or cultural barriers to inclusion. 
However, we can point out some basic principles of  understanding which could help build a more 
inclusive society in Vietnam. They can be summarized under the form of  six priorities: improving 
information on minorities, leveling the playing field, understanding cultural difference, strengthening cultural inclusion, 
supporting ethnic voices, and opening dialogue on new approaches.

Improving information on minorities:  More and better information is needed on minori-
ties, from how they are classified by ethnic group to where they are located in the country to their 
levels of  economic development. Minority groups vary tremendously in terms of  assimilation and 
levels of  economic success; data collection and dissemination should reflect this. It is common to see 
in analysis of  census data and the VHLSS a coding of  groups into Kinh and non-Kinh (all ethnic 
minorities). This leaves only a coarse grained analysis of  “ethnic minorities” generally, which in-
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 cludes groups who are doing relatively well (Tay, Muong, and Thai) and who have larger population 
numbers. Their success can hide the serious economic difficulties that smaller ethnic groups are in 
if  data is not disaggregated by ethnic group and collected more systematically for more ethnicities. 
Poor classification and overly general data can lead to inaccurate targeting of  resources, while more 
detailed local data can help identify the most vulnerable. Donors in particular can potentially make 
a real impact in this area through support for better classification, analysis, and public availability of  
data on minorities.

Leveling the playing field: Minorities need special policies, such as affirmative action programs, 
to make up for past and current deficiencies that have left them on an uneven playing field. This is 
particularly true in the education sector, where real efforts at bilingual education could be expanded 
and more ethnic minority teachers need to be trained and used effectively. While there is some pri-
oritization of  minorities in education and university admissions, these efforts should be expanded 
and started earlier so that students’ can benefit earlier in their careers. Affirmative action also exists 
for civil servants, although data suggests that overrepresentation of  some relatively better-off  ethnic 
groups (particularly the Tay) hides the fact that many minorities have disproportionately low repre-
sentation in government. Affirmative action and preferential policies can and should be expanded 
into new areas and made more aggressive for specific minority groups that are underrepresented and 
underserved. For example, there are currently no specific credit policies for ethnic minorities, only 
policies for poor people generally. Specific variable rates could be developed exclusively for ethnic 
minorities to try to reduce the disparities in loan availability and loan sizes that they experience. 
Finally, minorities need better legal recourse (including on legal education) for increased awareness 
of  and as a means to better protect their rights. This could be addressed by legal anti-discrimination 
statutes enshrined in a Law on Minorities with sanctions for those who discriminate, and the forma-
tion of  government offices, ombudsmen or grievance boards focused on civil rights.

Understanding cultural differences: There are significant cultural norms in minority commu-
nities that often go against trends in the new market oriented economy of  Vietnam. These cultural 
norms vary by village and by ethnic groups, making one-size-fits all development interventions dif-
ficult. But it is clear that cultural factors have major outcomes on minority success or failures. For ex-
ample, among some minority groups, inheritance is passed through the female line, and land rights 
policies that do not explicitly acknowledge women as owners of  land may come into conflict with 
these norms. In other cases, policies that focus on individual household welfare support (e.g. poor 
cards that treat the owner to entitlements of  health care and reduced school fees) may be perceived 
as inappropriate in minority communities where collective decision making and mutual aid is the 
cultural norm. 

One of  the major sources of  culturally inappropriate policies in recent years have been misunder-
standings about the types of  agriculture practiced by minorities. Too often, policies have assumed 
that minorities are nomadic and need to be settled and taught about how to grow irrigated rice, 
when in fact most communities are long settled agriculturalists who rotate and fallow agricultural 
fields in culturally and ecologically appropriate ways, using crops that are selected for environmental 
suitability and consumption preferences. Yet rather than see this as an adaptation to often difficult 
mountainous environments, policies have been formulated to discourage traditional upland agri-
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culture and replace it with irrigated wet rice or cash crops. There are many other examples where 
cultural assumptions are used to guide policy, rather than actual on-the-ground evidence about 
minority communities. A concerted effort needs to be made, lead by government institutions like 
CEM and academic centers, to understand cultural norms and differences through anthropological 
research, and incorporate these better into policy.

Strengthening cultural inclusion: Cultural inclusion means 
recognizing and supporting the cultural differences that exist and 
making special efforts to be inclusive of  all minorities, especially 
those who are most marginalized. For example, efforts in bilingual 
education need to be improved and scaled up, not just made avail-
able for the largest ethnic groups. Information access should be 
strengthened in minority areas through the mass media in local 
languages, with specific requirements for multi-lingual govern-
ment staff  in key agencies. For example, a major concern for some 
communities is assimilation and loss of  their cultural traditions 
because these are not seen to be valued outside the community. 
Youth were often more interested in modern global culture, like 
Korean soap operas, than in their own communities’ cultural tra-
ditions. The point is not the preservation of  minority cultures but 
instead it is about supporting an inclusive society that is strengthened by the diversity within. CEM 
and other institutions, such as the mass media, could be encouraged to promote new proactive ways 
to encourage cultural sensitivity and awareness, from specific training for other ministries on dealing 
with minorities in culturally appropriate ways, to more positive representation of  minorities in TV 
and newspapers. 

Supporting ethnic voices: New approaches to minority policy should take more account of  what 
minorities themselves want; this can be aided by increasing the ability of  minorities to have voice and 
use it effectively. While there are some increasing opportunities for minorities to voice their opinions 
on development, particularly through new laws on grassroots democracy and participation, there 
less activity above the level of  local communities and villages. This is an anomaly when compared 
with the numerous indigenous organizations in neighboring countries, where these groups are gain-
ing ground to help shape perception and policy about minorities. Too often, we see the opposite 
trend at work in Vietnam, where interest in preservation of  culture or traditions of  minorities comes 
from the outside, from the government or from Kinh academics or policymakers, rather than en-
dogenously from minorities.

Minorities need new spaces and fora to express their own wishes for the future, and to have influence 
on policy themselves. Institutions in minority areas need to be fostered and supported to address 
the dearth of  formal local institutions in many minority areas. Such institutions should include co-
operatives and community shops and group lending circles, among other ideas, to spread risk and 
take advantage of  strong community and kin ties in many minority areas. Support for minority-run 
NGOs and other informal institutions through laws that allow minorities to form associations and 
community-based organizations with a minimum of  paperwork would help this situation consider-
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 ably. This area could be a key focus for future support and ties in with recent Bank and donor focus 
on community-driven development. 

Opening dialogue on new approaches: Government and donor discussions need to continue 
on the policy pathways for minority development to take into the future. In some cases, the simple 
continuation and expansion of  current policy is needed: for example, 80 percent of  minorities in 
2006 reported having received a health insurance card, indicating good rates of  coverage, but more 
could be done, such as in expansion of  school-fee reduction policies or explicit targeting of  minori-
ties in the concessionary credit system. 

In other cases, it is not clear that the current policies in and of  themselves will be enough to over-
come minority poverty, and these policies could be revisited. For example, policies on migration ap-
pear to have caused conflicts between ethnic groups, so much so that migration should be reassessed 
by authorities. In another example, the greatest barriers to minorities’ expanding the trade and 
marking of  their agricultural goods appears not to be a lack of  physical assets (land and markets) but 
rather social barriers to increased economic power. Thus new approaches and ideas are needed, like 
helping minorities in value-adding, cooperatives, and community-based marketing. 

A major new dialogue that needs to be raised is in targeting of  financial resources for minorities. 
Currently, most policy from the national level, such as programs for rural infrastructure and poverty 
funding, goes to poor communes and households in remote areas; while this will capture some mi-
norities, it does not capture all, and these blanket geographical policies do not distinguish between 
ethnic groups that are more vulnerable and those that are doing relatively well. A discussion about 
the specific targeting needs of  minorities is long overdue. Potentially more vulnerable populations 
should be identified; minorities that are small in overall population size or small relative to neigh-
boring groups might need special assistance, as might groups that are the least assimilated to Kinh 
majority culture (such as the Hmong). However, currently there are almost no ethnic-specific policies 
at a national level. A discussion should be opened that asks: is a general policy covering all minorities always 
warranted? Which policies might be made ethnically specific? It is also worth discussing in terms of  develop-
ment assistance whether or not certain groups have made sufficient progress that they no longer need 
special targeting or privileges, particularly for quota programs in education and the civil service. 

A final aspect of  the dialogue on targeting that is needed is the level at which resources are direct-
ed. Minority communities themselves raised concern about welfare policies targeted at individual 
households (such as social safety net programs run under the Ministry of  Social Affairs, Invalids and 
Labor) which were often as less useful as those that supported whole communities (such as most P135 
investments). Minority communities in which there is little social differentiation and close social ties 
indicated they prefer poverty targeting to the whole community if  possible, as individual household 
targeting is often seen to increase inequality, not level it. 

In addition to the general recommendations above, we have also identified several sector-specific 
policy recommendations that can be derived from the findings of  the CSA. 
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educAtion poLicy

n Expand preschool services in minority areas. The CSA survey reveals that one of  
the reasons for lower educational attainment and higher dropout rates for minority students  
compared to Kinh students is that minorities do not get adequate preschool education. The 
inaccessibility of  a preschool education, which prepares non-Kinh children for basic communi-
cation in Vietnamese, at best delays and at worst compromises the children’s ability to acquire 
basic competencies through the national language in the first years of  primary education. 

n More ethnic minority teachers need to be trained and used effectively. The mi-
nority enrollment increase in secondary education already under way will encourage a 
future increase in minority teachers, but incentives to teach in remote areas also need to be 
present through greater fringe benefits and priority positions for minority teachers. There 
should be some recognition that teachers from ethnic minorities have special skills in lan-
guage and knowledge of  local culture, and they need learning materials and other support 
to help them in bilingual and culturally inclusive teaching.

n Bilingual education pilot projects need to be scaled up, particularly in the ar-
eas in which certain minorities are falling behind in education rates. A new 
focus on bilingual education and an overall enabling framework for bilingual education 
needs to be developed, as most education policy remains highly centralized. However, it 
will be important that such a framework provides for greater local flexibility in determining 
curriculum content (currently, only 15 percent of  the school curriculum can be added lo-
cally; the rest follows a standardized national model). Support for publication of  minority 
language teaching materials and training in bilingual methods will also help. 

n School fee reduction policies need to be expanded to include other out-of-pock-
et expenses. Many minorities currently get school-free exemptions. However, families still 
have to come up with money for school supplies, and for out-of-pocket “contributions” to 
school construction, school security, overnight boarding, meals, etc, for children. Education 
support policies need to consider that requiring families to provide even a small amount of  
money per month can keep children out of  school. 

miGrAtion And mobiLity poLicy

n Where migration has caused conflicts between incomers and indigenous peo-
ple, migration needs to be reassessed. Formal migration programs have too often 
caused additional poverty among minorities. This is particularly the case in the Central 
Highlands. There seems to be no national dialogue that has truly reassessed the need for 
continued support for formal migration programs. 

n Equal funding for minority communities should be given when Kinh migra-
tion is promoted. The CSA recommends additional direct investments into minority 
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 communities in the form of  additional credit and investment, extension or technical skills 
for improving agriculture, or new markets and trading and business opportunities. 

n Migration laws need to be applied equally. In recent years, minorities have been 
discouraged to migrate to seek better opportunities and have been encouraged to remain 
in rural areas. Such restrictions have not been applied to Kinh. Restrictions on minority 
migration, and a lack of  attention to promoting or helping minorities in labor export pro-
grams, will continue to result in less availability of  diverse income from remittances.

FinAnciAL services poLicy

n Specific credit policies are needed to target minorities as a special group. Cur-
rently very few credit policies specifically target ethnic minorities. Specific variable rates 
could be developed exclusively for ethnic minorities to try to reduce the disparities in loan 
availability and loan sizes. Average loan sizes could also be raised for ethnic minorities, par-
ticularly in areas like Dak Lak, which has high investment costs in cash-crop agriculture. 

n Minorities need more diverse options in access to credit. Only better-off  ethnic 
households can usually obtain loans from the Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development. 
For poor ethnic people in study areas, small loans from the Bank for Social Policy are the main 
source of  credit. While this scheme is important, the limited loan sizes and small number of  
loans available per village mean many minorities are underserved in access to credit. 

n Households need flexible access to multiple sources of  credit. Credit schemes 
in minority areas are usually limited to one loan per household at any one time. Diversi-
fied credit should be given to poor ethnic people through the semi-formal sector, including 
political and social associations, especially since bank credit officers in remote areas are 
often overworked. One model would be the successful Farmer’s Union fertilizer credit plans 
noted earlier, which provide low-interest loans of  fertilizer at the beginning of  the season. 

n Rules on private money lending and mortgaging should be implemented to 
protect vulnerable communities. Landlessness and indebtedness are increasing trends 
among the Khmer and minorities in the Central Highlands, as moneylenders have increas-
ingly taken over mortgages and others have become trapped in cycles of  indebtedness 
from high interest rates. While it is difficult to regulate private trading in remote areas, the 
practice of  charging nearly 100 percent interest when buying on credit, as was seen in some 
villages, needs to be addressed by local authorities.

LAnd And AGricuLturAL poLicy

n More flexible land laws are needed in places where land laws have not been 
beneficial for minorities.  Several policies could improve the process of  land allocation. 



One option is to allow provincial and district administrations to set up more flexible regula-
tions in providing land use certificates including reduced fees for certificates for minorities. 
Furthermore, periodic reallocation of  land for minorities could be implemented in prov-
inces where it is needed (such as by allowing communities to reallocate according to their 
own needs, as was the case in the past.) This more frequent redistribution could balance 
out inequalities in specific regions and among communities vulnerable to land loss, but 
would require major revisions to current national land law. Such policies could be localized 
at provincial and district levels where land losses have been particularly severe and where 
programs like P132 and P134 have been ineffective in remedying minority land losses. This 
flexibility needs to be supplemented with more aggressive allocation of  land to communi-
ties themselves, as is already allowed in the 2004 Forest Law. 

n Better social models are needed for agricultural production in minority areas. 
The current extension and support system for agriculture is based on top-down, lowland mod-
els of  monocrops of  fruit or rice, with less attention given to the particular socio-economic 
factors, including if  the crop can be sold or if  it is suitable for local social or labor conditions. 
Overemphasis on monocrops, high inputs of  fertilizer and pesticides, and hybrid seeds are not 
a sustainable model for production in cash-poor areas too remote from markets or in commu-
nities with little ability to negotiate for higher prices or in order to process goods to add value. 
Besides more bottom-up extension services, assistance in agriculture could also be targeted to 
help minorities reduce their dependence on outside traders. Such assistance should prioritize 

t A mnong woman 
winnowing rice from her 
swidden field in Lak district, 
dak Lak. the current 
agricultural extension 
system has few models 
and little assistance 
to traditional swidden 
farmers, focusing instead 
on top-down, lowland 
models of monocrops.

  final poliCy rECoMMEnDationS  /  57



 58 / Country SoCial analySiS: ethnicity And deveLopment in vietnAm

 setting up community credit funds and capacity building in financial management to set up 
local organizations such as community marketing cooperatives. 

n The extension service needs to focus on more culturally inclusive policies for 
minorities. Currently, the extension service is largely modeled on narrow and top-down 
assumptions about what ethnic minorities plant and what they need. A more market-orient-
ed approach—in which the farmer gets to choose the seeds he/she wants, the training he/
she wants, who provides the training, etc.—would induce competition and increase options 
for farmers. 

 mArKets, trAdinG And empLoyment poLicy

n Market policies need to focus on adding value and value chains, not just build-
ing physical marketplaces. Ethnic minorities suffer from changing prices by season, 
and face difficulties in post-harvest preservation. Without adequate preservation measures, 
many households are forced to sell products in the harvest seasons when prices are lowest, 
and to sell raw, unprocessed goods rather than value-added ones. This is a greater challenge 
than an issue arising from an absence of  marketplaces. Policy reform suggestions in this 
area might also include more attention to agricultural and processing co-ops in minority 
villages to take advantage of  community sentiment and commitment to build in stronger 
bargaining power in the market for minority producers.

n Information access should be strengthened in minority areas. Full and regular 
provision of  information about market price should be made through different channels: 
agricultural promotion staff, the mass media, service centers, etc, and be in languages mi-
norities can understand. Additionally, market information should be timed to provide farm-
ers with information about key planting decisions early in the agricultural cycle in order to 
maximize crop yields.

n Policy and investment support for minority trading is needed. Non-minorities 
currently dominate petty trading in minority areas as the market economy has developed. 
Minorities need assistance in developing trading and business relationships that take into 
account cultural factors, such as minorities’ unwillingness to demand repayments or to 
deny requests for loans. Community-oriented shops—where trading is done for the benefit 
of  the community rather than individuals— could present an important pilot to try in mi-
nority areas. Such shops could be set up with the assistance of  mass organizations including 
the Farmers’ Union, and could focus on providing needed inputs for production and buy-
ing outputs at reasonable prices, to enable minorities to break out of  the cycle of  buying on 
credit and paying in kind after harvest that now dominates in some minority areas. 



poLicies For cApAcity And voice 

n Donors can start a dialogue on helping address popular (mis) conceptions 
regarding minority communities. A new dialogue on minorities between the gov-
ernment, donors and some representatives from minority communities could address new 
ways to encourage cultural sensitivity and awareness. This could include specific training 
on minority customs and cultures, and attempts to provide a more inclusive environment 
by avoiding demeaning terminology like “backwardness.” 

n Government offices for ethnic minority affairs should be strengthened. CEM’s 
mission vis-à-vis minorities should be clarified so that CEM can more effectively advocate 
for minorities. For example, CEM could look to other countries’ affirmative action and 
equal opportunity laws as a model. Should CEM become an office that treats minorities as 
a special constituency to be served with policies rooted in cultural inclusion and diversity, 
they would serve as role models to other ministries. In that capacity, CEM might offer spe-
cific training for other ministries on dealing with minorities and take a lead role in develop-
ing a Law on Minorities, which should be strongly rooted in affirmative action and equal 
opportunity principles. 

n Support for minority-run NGOs and other informal institutions is needed. A 
major weakness in starting a new dialogue on minorities is that there are essentially no 
indigenous minority-run NGOs or community-based organizations in Vietnam that have 
a voice to advocate for minorities. Government support for minority organizations and 
associations could facilitate a transformation from perceptions of  informal discrimination 
towards a more positive discourse of  the role of  ethnic minorities in Vietnam’s social and 
economic life.
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