TOPIC:MEASURES TO DEVELOP THE ECONOMY AND PROTECT THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE MEKONG DELTA

I. RECENT SOCIOECONOMIC
ACHIEVEMENTS

1. Encouraging changes in the

production

The most
are:

- Developing commercial farming
and promoting exports,

- More autonomy for producers
and consumers, especially private
ones,

- Increasing both public and pri-
vate investments

remarkable changes

2. Increases in investment for de-

velopment

In the years 1996-2000, the publi-
¢ investment, especially in the infra-
structure, rose by 170% compared
with the 1991-95 period, and 50% of
which was put in flood plains.

After 2000, the investment for de-
velopment kept increasing. Statistics
show that the gross investment in
this delta reached VND20,000 billion
in 2001 (increasing by 19.7% com-
pared with 2000); VND24,500 billion
in 2002 (increasing by 12.2%); and
97700 billion in 2003 (increasing by
13.5%.) Besides a wide range of in-
frastructure projects, some
VND3,200 billion has been put in the
building of high-leveled residential
areas since 2001,

3. High growth rate

Although the growth rate in
1996-2000 was lower than what was
achieved in 1991-95, the growth rate
still stayed at some 8.5%. After 2000,
the growth rate reached about 10% in
2001, 12% in 2002 and 11.9% in
2003. Such a growth rate is very high
for an agriculture-based region.

4. Positive improvements in the

structure of industry
- The share of the primary sector
in the gross output fell from 61.8% in
1095 to 51.3% in 2000; 51.0% in
2001: and 49.0% in 2002, The share
 the manufacturing and construe-
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to 19.5% in 2000; 19.8% in 2001 and
21.0% in 2002; while the share of the
service sector rose from 21.3% in
1995 to some 29% in the years 2002-
02. .
- The structure of farm products
was also adjusted. From the 1980s to
the late 1990s, the rice area was on
the increasce: 2.6 million heetares in
1990 to 3.1 million hectares in 1995

and 3.9 million hectares in 2000..

Rice was even grown in unsuited
plains, such as DPong Thiap Muui,
Long Xuyén and coastal areas while
these areas could be used for raising
or farming other crops and animals.

After many studies in various
fields, both political leaders and
peasants have changed their views
and thinking ways. As a result, the
rice area after 2000 has contracted
and new crops with better value were
introduced. In the years 2001-03, the
rice area fell to some 3.7 million hec-
tares while areas for forests, shrimp
farming and fruits started to in-
crease. In Ca Mau, the seafarming
area rose from 204,381 hectares in
2000 to 254,191 hectares in 2001 and
270,851 hectares in 2002. These fig-
ures in the years 2000-02 in Soc

Trang were 15,422 and 53,245 hec-
tares; Kién Giang: 32,770 and 43,000
hectares; Bac Liéu: 54,017 and
101,690 hectares. In other provinces,
such as An Giang, Péng Thdp, Long
An and Kién Giang, shrimp and fish
have been raised in rice fields.

- In addition to changes in the
structure of farm products, new tech-
niques are also introduced. Good re-
lations between production, process-
ing and distribution have helped
increase rice, shrimp and catfish out-
put in this delta, and Vietnam be-
came an important supplier of rice
and aquatic products: from 2000 to
2002, the shrimp export rose from
36,256 tons to 80,039 tons; other
aquatic products from 36,778 tons to
62,598 tons; and rice from 2.54 mil-
lion tons in 2000 to 2.72 million tons
in 2003,

5. Reorganization of production

- The fact that the peasant family
was considered as an autonomous
unit i the delta economy has af-
fected favorably the economic
growth.

Along with the export-oriented
commercial farming, support from
the government (in terms of infra-
structure building, technology trans-
fer, financial support, etc.) and ef-
forts from scientists of various fields,
many peasants have improved their
ways of doing business and perform-
ance. According to recent studies,
some 20% of peasant families have
achieved great success in production
and become new dynamics of devel-
opment.

- Old-style cooperatives of the
1980s have been replaced by family-
scale production and new cooperation
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between them. New-style coopera-
tives have started to make their ap-
pearance and engaged in all stages of
production although this form hasn’t
been widespread in the Mekong
Delta.

- Companies and family busi-
nesses in the manufacturing and
services sectors started to develop
and experienced many changes and
improvements, especially after the
Companies Law was introduced.

These concerns have produced
positive effects: (1) developing the
manufacturing and' service sectors
thereby accelerating changes in the
structure of industry; (2) developing
closer relations with HCMC and
other provinces, along with foreign
countries; (3) facilitating distribution
of products and supply of raw materi-
als. Many companies in the Mekong
Delta provinees have developed well
in recent years and made themselves
success stories.

6. The Mekong Delta as an impor-
tant agricultural zone of the coun-
try

In these achievements are contri-
butions from food plains. In 2003,
these plains accounted for 65% of the
gross output from the whole zone;
76% of the agricultural output; 37.8%
of the fishing and seafarming output;

75.8% of the food output; and 76.3%
of the rice output.

Provinces in flood plains are also
main suppliers of Vietnam’s staple
exports, such as rice, shrimp, fish
and fruit.

Thus, the Mekong Delta, and
flood plains in particular, has en-
sured the food security for the whole
country and developed well the com-
mercial farming and production of
exports.

7. Living standard in terms of so-

cial benefit

To estimate exactly changes and
achievements realized in the Me-
kong Delta, we should consider the
living standard and effects of the eco-
nomic growth on social benefits. The
Mekong Delta experienced many im-
provements in personal income, edu-
cation and health care services, sup-
ply of clean water and environmental
protection although the result aren’t
as high as expected.

- The personal income. in the
Delta rose from VND242312 per
month in 1996 to 342,000 in 1999
and 371,300 in 2002. It is worth not-
ing that the income of the 20% poor-
est rose from VND112,000 in 1999 to
122,900 per month in 2002. Differ-
ence between the poorest and the
richest in personal income reduced
from 7.9 times in 1999 to 7.1 times in

Table 1: Mekong Delta in comparison with other zones

Indicators | Unit | Absolute | As % of the ' Rank among
value  national value 8 zones
1. Area (2001) 1,000 ha | 3,970.0 12.05 4"
+ Farming land 1000 ha 2977.2 : < b
+ Forest 1,000 ha 3423 2.8 i
2. Population (2002) /1,000 persons , 16,713.7 20.9 2
+ Urban area ' %! (18.4) | (25.1) ! 3
3. Agricultural output (2002, o st
based on 1994 price) VND billion . 44,2690 . 36.2 . 1
4. Industrial output (2002, s ] | o
based on 1994 price) . VND billion 25.11.5.7 X 96 : .3
5. Total retail sales of goods ‘ i | "
and services (2002, current VND billion ' 53,789.0 19.9 Pl
L '
6. Grain output (2002) | 1,000 tons Il 17,5765 | 483 | 1
+ Rice 1,000 tons  17,477.9 51.3 o 4
7. Per capita food output s
(2002) kg i (1,051.6) . (456.3) . 1
8. Aquatic product output | st
(2002) | 1,000 tons i 1,327.4 i 51.4 | 1
9. Fruit output | 1,000tons  2,500.0 47.6 1¥

Source: Nién giam théng ké 2002 (Statistical Yearbook), Ha Néi, 2003

2002. The proportion of the poor also
reduced from 13.4% in 1996 to 10.9%
in 2001.

- The education service could
reach more children. Numbers of
schools, teachers and pupils are all
on the increase. From 78% to 80% of
children of the schooling age went to
junior high schools and some 45%
went to senior high schools.

- Numbers of health caring sta-
tions of commune and district levels
also increased. Many national pro-
grams to prevent and control dis-
eases, supply clean water and ensure
hygienic food were carried in rural
areas.

- The clean water is really an ur-
gent problem in the Delta and many
provinces have gained initial results
in solving this problem:

+ In An Giang, 191 pumping sta-
tions have come into operation to
supply clean water to 48,259 fami-
lies, making 54% of families in the
province able to enjoy this service.

+ In Tién Giang, some VND51
billion was used for drilling wells
(some 12,000 wells) and building
pumping stations (263 stations). At
present, 411% of families in this prov-
ince could get clean water.

In other provinces, various pro-
grams with foreign support and local
effort have been carried out to in-
crease the proportion of families pro-
vided with the clean water: 65% in
long An and 23% in Can Tho for ex-
ample.

- Waste treatment and protection
for the environment are also urgent
problems. This task is particularly
difficult in flood plains. In recent
years, various programs and studies
have helped raise alarm and call for
positive actions among local commu-
nities. A survey of 500 families in
Pong Théap Mubdi reveals that only
8% of them have private toilets and
47% have toilets of very simple
kinds. In certain cities and towns,
garbage collection service has just
come into operation and most people
usually dump rubbish in rivers or ca-
nals.

Il. SHORTCOMINGS

1. Increasing population and poor

social progress

In 2002, the Mekong Delta popu-
lation was 16,698,900 persons with a
birth rate of 1.34% a year. The popu-
lation density was 400 persons per
sq.km — much higher than the level
needed for sustainable development.

For such an agriculture-based
zone as the Mekong Delta, a big
population is a source of challenges
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to the socioeconomic development.
Creating jobs and generating new
sources of income thereby improving
the living standard is no easy task.
The (ollowing data demonstrale this
argument:

- Proportion of productive work-
* ing hour of the working population in
rural area of the Delta in the years
1997-2001 was around 72% or 73%
compared with the national average
of 71-7T4%.

- Unemployment rate in urban ar-
eas was rather high: 6.5% in 1999;
6.1% in 2000; 6.08% in 2001 and
5.52% in 2002.

- In spite of recent improvement,
the personal income is still very low:
VND371,300 a month in 2002; and
the income of the poorest group was
only VND126,230 a month.

- Proportion of poor families, in-
cluding those who suffered frequent
shortage of food, is still high al-
though it has been reduced in recent
years: by 13.4% in 1996; 12.3% in
2000 and 10.9% in 2001.

- Proportion of children of the
school- leaving age who didn’t attend
school was 20-22% for junior secon-
dary education and 55-58% for senior
secondary education. Proportion of
trained labor varies from 20% to
25%.

Pressure from the big population,
the need to ensure the food safety
and the lack of technical and mana-
gerial skills have forced the Mekong
Delta to pay full attention to quantity
instead of quality of its produce and
ignore the need to protect the envi-
ronment. This reflects in the follow-
ing facts:

- To grow two crops a year in the
flood plains, peasants and local gov-
ernments have built dykes surround-
ing each commune, which made the
flood more serious and spread to
other districts.

- Shrimp raising was carried out
at large scales without measures to
protect the environment, which gen-
erated more effluent.

- Thousands of cages have been
built on the Tién and Hau Rivers to
raise fish without a system to treat
waste and effluent, which_polluted all
waterways in the Delta.

- Too many peasants raised fish
or shrimp in rice fields without a
master plan or directions from local
authorities with the result that the
area of coastal forest in Pong Thap
Mugi, Long Xuyén and Duyén Hai
contracted. This caused great dam-
age to the ecosystem of the Delta.

2. Infrastructural problems

Although the infrastructure has
been improved in recent years, it
isn't good enough to accelerate the
economic growth and protect local
residents from floods. The following
arae some facts:

- Some 2% of communes and 20%
of families have no power supply.

- The National Route 1A, espe-
cially the section from HCMC to the
My Thuan Bridge, is not large
enough to ensure heavy traffic. Pro-
vincial roads, especially at district
level, are of poor quality. During the
flood in 2000, some 1,200 km of the
national and provincial routes and
10,000 km of rural roads were cov-
ered by water. Up to now, the road
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network didn’t reach some 20% of
communes. Transport by boat and
ship in the Delta is convenient and
important to the economic activities
but there are only a few river ports.
Many waterways haven’t been
dredged for years.

- To deal with annual floods in the
Delta, more canals are needed for
draining water towards the Gulf of
Thailand but they are still lacking.
Many dykes and roads become obsta-
cles to the flow of water and make
the flood prolong.

- The main source of water for
daily life in the Mekong is from riv-
ers that have been polluted. The
number of works to process and sup-
ply clean water is very small. At
present, only 58% of families in the
Delta are provided with the clean
water. Similargy, the Delta lacks fa-
cilities to treat chemical waste from
the agricultural production, collect
and process rubbish, deal with dead
human and animals during the flood

* seasons and provide local residents

with standard toilets. These prob-
lems are serious challenges to the
sustainable development.

3. The manufacturing and service
sector limited to serving the agri-

cultural production

To ensure the food safety for the
whole country, increase the export of
rice and ensure income for some 50%
of peasant families, the better part of
the working population have to work
in the rice farming business. The
production of rice in the Delta aims
too much at increasing the quantity,
instead of the product quality, with
the result that the rice is of poor com-
petitiveness and could only be sold at
low prices. From 1996 to 2001, the
rice price fell year after year causing
great losses to peasants. In the past
two years the situation was improved
when the price on the world market
rose. Meanwhile, prices of farm ma-
chines and other materials kept in-
creasing and became a burden to rice
planters. Results of many surveys
show that the proportion of net in-
come to the total sales for rice pro-
ducers fell from 58.05% in 1993 to
49.9% in 1997, 46.6% in 1998, and
41% in 2001. The same thing has
happened to producers of fruits, poul-
try and aquatic products.

Although the output increased
over years, the manufacturing sector
isn’t strong enough. Its share in the
gross output is much lower than the
national average. Many concerns in
the Delta operate as satellites for
bigger companies in other zones ox




supply building materials and con-
sumer goods of poor quality. Most
manufacturing concerns are of small
scale with obsolete machinery. Most
of their labor force is not trained
properly. The ICOR index for the
whole sector in this Delta is only
3,78,

The Mekong Delta is developing
its open economy, the market de-
mand here is great but the service
sector didn’t develop well to meet the
demand. Transport of goods and pas-
sengers is slow, expensive and un-
safe. The better part of trading
concerns in the Delta is branches of
bigger companies in other zones. The
tourism products here are monoto-
nous and visitors tend to stay for
only a short period and come back to
HCMC. The Mekong Delta usually
suffers huge trade gap so it is always
in need of foreign exchange as a
source of investment for develop-
ment. Difference in prices of farm
and manufactured products put peas-
ants at a great disadvantage. Advi-
sory and information services are
very limited and inefficient.

4. Lack of large-scale companies

Family business is the most com-
mon form in the agricultural econ-
omy in the Mekong Delta. The fol-
lowing are some facts:

- The average working capital of a
family is VND3.7 million;

- The value of durables of a family
is VND7.4 million on average;

- Reintvestment ability of a family
is about VND3.6 million.

When the commercial farming
develops and orients toward export,
some 20% of peasant families have
engaged 1n agricultural production of
larger scale and controlled from 50%
to 66% of the total income of all peas-
ant families. The remaining 80% still
meet with many difficulties in both
business and daily life. Some 20% of
peasant families are of the poorest
and they account for only 7%-10% of
total income for peasant families
(some 5% have no land and over 10%
have only small areas.)

Cooperatives of new style have
come into being but their develop-
ment is very slow, so they didn't play
an important role in the economy.
There were 426 cooperatives in the
Mekong Delta in 2001 (5.8% of the
number of cooperatives in the whole
country). The average working capi-
tal of a cooperative was VND272.4
million. The biggest challenge to the
cooperatives is their poor competi-
Liveness in comparison with experi-
enced peasant families and farmers,

and with companies, agencies and
private traders with better capabili-
ties.

In the manufacturing and serv-
ices sectors, most concerns are of
small and medium sizes. They lack
good relations and cooperation with
their counterparts in other zones.
Both owners and labor force are not
well trained.

lll. GENERAL MEASURES TO DE-
VELOP MEKONG DELTA FLOOD
PLAINS

1. Basic arguments

a. An open economy for the Delta:
The Delta enjoys convenient commu-
nications with HCMC, eastern South
Vietnam and Southeast Asian coun-
tries, and a continental shelf and ter-
ritorial waters that are nine times
bigger than its area with abundant
aquatic resources. It is also adjacent
to the shipping route from East to
West. In the near future when the
idea of opening a canal through lsth-
mus of Kra is realized this route will
be some 1,000 km shorter, which of-
fers the Delta a bigger business op-
portunity. These conditions allow us
to think of an open economy for the
Delta that is no longer limited to the
agriculture. It could include seafarm-
ing, fishing, oil, service and industry
on a fertile delta.

b. Development based on the ag-
riculture: The agriculture will keep
playing an important role in the eco-
nomic growth of the Delta in many
coming years. It will ensure the food
safety for the country, export farm
products of higher quality and value,
consume raw materials and con-
sumer goods in large quantities, and
solve environmental and social prob-
lems by its own.

The economic growth based on
the agriculture must serve rural ar-
eas by protecting local residents
from natural disasters, especially the
annual floods. Both theory and prac-
tice prove this direction is feasible
and reasonable,

c. Development with high tech-
nology, market forces and environ-
mental protection: The agricultural
revolution in the Delta must be based
on the technological revolution and
modernization and close relations
with both foreign and domestic mar-
ket. Foreign experience will help
with working out measures to protect
the environment and solve environ-
ment problems arising from the eco-
nomic development.

d. Developing the economy deal-
ing with flood: Annual floods bring

about both damage and advantage;
and human reactions could make the
flood more harmful or less danger-
ous. After many decades, local resi-
dents have accepted a living-with-
flood attitude in which they want to
control the flood more effectively.
This attitude leads to the following
directions:

- Controlling the flood by building
irrigation systems or reservoirs and
exploiting natural resources more
reasonably.

- Adjusting their life and activi-
ties to the flood seasons.

- Open more waterways to drain
water toward the seas.

2. Overall measures

a. Reducing the pressure from the
growing population: Besides supply-
ing appropriate equipment and
knowledge of birth control, better
education and health care services
are also very necessary. As for the
education - system, the time of the
school year could be adjusted in order
to avoid the flood season.

b. Building high-leveled residen-
tial areas and beefing up the infra-
structure: Many projects of this kind
have been carried out in the Delta
but at slow speed. Local authorities
must deal with the shortage of funds,
planning and constructors. To ensure
better living conditions in new resi-
dential areas, clean water must be
available in order to avoid environ-
mental problems in the future.

c. Working out new development
strategy based on high technologies
and good relations with the market:
New techniques, strains of plant and
animals and training courses must be
supplied more frequently in order to
develop crop growing, seafarming
and fishing. In areas not suitable to
the rice growing, other crops or for-
ests could be planted.

The manufacturing sector must
be linked with local sources of raw
materials and support from other
zones. As for the service sector, the
tourism business could be seen as a
key industry.

d. Encouraging the development
of large-scale farms: This could be
seen as a precondition for the export-
oriented economy. This effort re-
quires close relations between farm-
ers, business circle, scientific
community and the State.

e. Support from the government:
The government had better increase
the public investment in the Delta,
give tax incentives, allow price sup-
port for certain activities and encour-
age foreign investment in this zone.®
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