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ABSTRACT

This study contains an analysis of farm livelihoods operating within the global
phenomena of intensive urban expansion and market engagement, in an
administrative suburban commune of Ha Ngi City, in Viét Nam. Based on the case
study of an urbanizing commune - Pdong My, the focus of the study is on the everyday
practices of urban farming, and the agency of the farm households who wish to
continue within the urban farming framework. There are two specific objectives to this
study: (i) to understand the process of agricultural transformation at the level of the
farm household, under the processes of market integration and urban engagement, and
(i1) to explore the struggles of the farm households and their individual members in
terms of their agricultural practices and livelihood consumption patterns, under this
urban transition. In order to achieve these objectives, ethnographic field research was
carried out during the period 2008 to 2010, the fieldwork taking place under a
conceptual framework aimed at understanding the redefinition of farm livelihoods,
based upon two main concepts: (i) everyday livelihood strategies as a reflection of
changing power relations, and (ii) the consumption of meanings as a negotiation

practice.
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Located close to the Old Quarter in Ha Ngi and surrounded by low-lying
topography, Pong My commune is currently translating the global incentives of the
commodification of production and urbanization into specific practices within an urban
farming context, and a hybrid space of negotiation can be suggested as
conceptualizing the farm livelihoods occurring within this form of urban farming. It is
within this space that the local people with farmland constantly interact and contest as
part of their socially and economically driven urban engagement. On the whole, there
are three major findings from this study.

The process surrounding “urban-farming” has already been identified. Farm
households in urbanizing areas are no longer under pressure in terms of productivity
alone, but face the more sophisticated requirements brought-about by the need to
produce ‘high-quality’ products at a comparative and competitive advantage. Those
farm households who have been able to engage in and promote the process of urban
farming have been very active in developing a variety of livelihood strategies so that
they can benefit somewhat from the urbanizing process. At least three different forms
of urban farming are being operated in the case study area, in response to the
consumption demands of urban people: intensive diversified food producing farms,
high-value decorative plant farms and large recreational and entertainment farm
complexes. Not simply economic practices; however, the farm households’ livelithood
strategies in the urban farming area are actually comprised of a complicated mix of
local people’s participation in both production and consumption. They do produce
some material and some social meaning with respect to the consumption of both the
urban dwellers and themselves, and by practicing urban farming for the consumption
of meaning, these farm households have been able to effectively negotiate in order to
sustain their urbanizing positions, over the uncertainties and risks created by the state-
sponsored free market.

It has also been argued that the process of urban farming represents a
negotiated, hybrid space. Farm households do not focus purely on economic
rationality, but more importantly on the demands for social mobility related to their
status, as realized through the results of their choices and preferences. Such a
hybridity of farm livelihoods can be considered as a form of household strategy or

practice that redefines both urban farming and urban livelihoods, and in this hybrid
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space, people are not passive, but dynamically engaged in constructing their
livelihoods by means of the consumption of meaning. Also, in this hybrid space of
everyday negotiation, the local and urban people interactively use their best resources
to settle most effectively within their transformative situation.

This thesis finally argues that policies cannot alone encourage people to
engage in the market economy, but that mechanisms related to social welfare, safety
nets and security beyond economic benefits are also required. The local authority’s
active enforcement of regulations, both in terms of land and farm management, has
led to an increased level of socio-economic differentiation among the farm
households, as seen through the development of three groups: the trans-local, the
urban-connected and the urban-driven groups, each of which represents a different
degree of mobility in terms of the transition to a more urban lifestyle, due to unequal
access to resources and political connections. For that reason, what local people see
differently from the officials are the negative results of the official’s expectations, and
the so called “unintended consequences” that occur. Urban farming thus provides
evidence of the complex relationships that exist between state controls, market
regulations and the local people’s agency; none of which can work independently

based upon a linear approach.
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