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ABSTRACT

This study aims to understand the changes driven by state and market forces
after Doi Moi in the rural area of Can Tho, Vietnam, through the livelihood
diversification strategies and reorganization of rural labor among Kinh and Khmer
farmers. The specific research objectives are: (1) to comprehend the ways in which
the Kinh and Khmer farmers and the poor landless households have been adopting
flexible livelihood diversification strategies, including pursuing farm, off-farm and
non-farm jobs, under changing state land policies and the push toward market-
oriented commercialized agriculture; and (2) to understand the ways in which
seasonal labor migration, particularly hired labor relations within and outside the local
area, has been reorganized in order to correspond with the changing agrarian policies
of intensive production and livelihood diversification. The concept of livelihood
diversification is applied to the cases of different Kinh and Khmer farm and poor
landless households, in order to examine the complex interrelations between
commercial and subsistence strategies in terms of intensive rice production and labor

utilization, as well as livelihood accumulation and survival strategies.
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Agrarian transformation in Vietnam has taken place concurrently with changes
in government policies. In pursuing modern agriculture, the government has promoted
intensive rice production using high quality seeds, large farm sizes and mechanization
(for example, application of combine-harvesters), in order to obtain higher levels of
production for food security and export, while practicing sustainable environmental
protection and solving the problem of scarce and expensive farm labor resulting from
migration to industrial zones. In fact, the local farmers in my study have implemented
intensive rice production based on their available household assets (most have small
farm sizes) and the contribution of main rice production to their household income in
their specific context - for example, using ordinary rice seeds with high yields which
are easy to grow and sell, together with high quality seeds for a high price and
continuing to use hired labor within and outside of Thoi Lai town instead of a
combine-harvester during the rice harvest season.

Apart from the Doi Moi policy, the 1993 Land Law has influenced the lives of
farmers from both Kinh and Khmer households in the Mekong Delta, in particular
Khmer households in the study site. Under this land law, land has become a
commodity in the market economy. This has disintegrated landownership, reshaped
household economies by polarizing farmers and has diversified livelihood strategies
in the various landowning households. It has also allowed poor landless households to
cope with the instabilities of production, such as the price fluctuations that occur in
market competition agriculture, land scarcity and labor shortages in the local area, and
allowed the coexistence of subsistence farming with commercial production farming.
For landowning households, their land resources and livelihood diversification
strategies within and out of agriculture contribute significantly to improving their
incomes through investments in human and physical capital, with the support of social
capital. For poor landless households, social capital helps them to diversify their
activities to obtain paid employment through their social networks. The different
characteristics between the Khmer and Kinh ethnicities have led to their diverse
household resources, causing them to pursue various livelihood strategies.

On the one hand, the employment of seasonal migrant laborers from the poor
landless Khmer households of Soc Trang province has significantly contributed to the

rice harvest season due to the shortage of local labor in the hamlet. On the other hand,
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this has been an employment opportunity for the unemployed poor landless Khmers to
generate income.

Intensive commodity rice production generates higher net incomes for farmers
than either the growing of non-rice crops or livestock rearing. Although farm incomes
have increased, they are still very low when compared to the average incomes earned
in other sectors of society; however, most farmers in the Mekong Delta are still reliant
upon rice cultivation for both their home consumption and commercial production

needs - in combination with other income generating activities.
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