
1

DIIS WORKING PAPER 2013:14

 W
O

RK
IN

G
 P

A
PE

R
DIIS WORKING PAPER

Climate Change and Rural Institutions 
in Central Viet Nam

Le Duc Ngoan, Le Thi Hoa Sen, 
Nguyen Thi Thanh Huong, Ian Christoplos 
and Lily Salloum Lindegaard    

DIIS Working Paper 2013:14 



2

DIIS WORKING PAPER 2013:14

DIIS WORKING PAPER 2013:14
© The authors and DIIS, Copenhagen 2013
Danish Institute for International Studies, DIIS 
Østbanegade 117, DK-2100, Copenhagen, Denmark
Ph: +45 32 69 87 87
Fax: +45 32 69 87 00
E-mail: diis@diis.dk
Web: www.diis.dk

Cover Design: Carsten Schiøler
Layout: Allan Lind Jørgensen
Printed in Denmark by Vesterkopi AS

ISBN: 978-87-7605-619-3 (print)
ISBN: 978-87-7605-620-9 (pdf)

Price: DKK 25.00 (VAT included) 
DIIS publications can be downloaded 
free of  charge from www.diis.dk

LE DUC NGOAN
PhD, Director of  Centre, Centre for Climate Change Study in 
Central Vietnam, Hue University of  Agriculture and Forestry

LE THI HOA SEN
PhD, Vice-director of Centre, Centre for Climate Change Study 
in Central Vietnam, Hue University of Agriculture and Forestry

NGUYEN THI THANH HUONG
PhD Candidate, Hanoi University of  Agriculture

IAN CHRISTOPLOS
Project Senior Researcher, DIIS
e-mail: ich@diis.dk

LILY SALLOUM LINDEGAARD
Research Assistant, DIIS
e-mail: lili@diis.dk

DIIS Working Papers make available DIIS researchers’ and 
DIIS project partners’ work in progress towards proper 
publishing. They may include important documentation which 
is not necessarily published elsewhere. DIIS Working Papers 
are published under the responsibility of  the author alone. 
DIIS Working Papers should not be quoted without the express 
permission of  the author.

Climate Change and Rural Institutions is a four-year collaborative 
research programme which explores the role of  district level 
institutions in providing an enabling environment for climate 
change adaptation. The programme is coordinated by DIIS in 
collaboration with partners in Nepal, Uganda, Vietnam and 
Zambia. The programme is funded by Danish Research Council 
for Development Research, with additional support from the 
Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security Programme 
under the CGIAR Partnership. 

For more information, please see www.diis.dk/ccri



3

DIIS WORKING PAPER 2013:14

CONTENTS

Abstract	

1.	 Introduction	 5

2.	 The impact of  climate change in Viet Nam	 7

	 2.1	 Changes in temperature, precipitation and sea levels	 7
	 2.2	 Disasters triggered by extreme climate events	 11
	 2.3	 Gradual environmental change leading to potential tipping points	 13

3.	 Climate change and institutions in Viet Nam	 15

	 3.1	 The institutional landscape	 15
		  3.1.1 	The developmental state	 15
		  3.1.2 	Decentralisation and the social contract	 15
		  3.1.3 	The changing roles of  markets and civil society	 17

	 3.2	 Institutional structures for response to climate change	 20
	 	 3.2.1 	Roles in flood and storm response	 20
		  3.2.2 	Roles in climate change adaptation	 22
		  3.2.3 	Roles in risk reduction	 24
		  3.2.4 	Roles in supporting recovery/resilience	 26

4.	 Policies, plans and mandates affecting climate change adaptation	 27

	 4.1	 National climate change policies	 27
	 4.2	 Policies related to decentralisation and public administration reform	 30
	 4.3	 Policies for agriculture and rural development	 31

5.	 Conclusion	 34

6.	 References	 37

	



4

DIIS WORKING PAPER 2013:14

ABSTRACT

This working paper presents an overview of  initial findings regarding the 
factors influencing how meso level institutions in Central Viet Nam are re-
sponding to climate change and extreme climate events. Findings focus on the 
challenges affecting coastal zones, particularly areas which are impacted by a 
combination of  environmental change and the introduction of  new livelihood 
opportunities, including rapidly expanding aquacultural production. The work-
ing paper describes emerging policies and trends in institutional response  to 
climate change, with emphasis on the convergence of  this response with di-
saster risk management and broader development efforts. The working paper 
highlights a fundamental contrast between structures related to the current 
concrete manifestations of  climate change, primarily flood and storm control, 
and the future scenarios of  climate change.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

This working paper presents an overview of  
initial findings regarding the factors influenc-
ing how meso-level institutions in Central 
Viet Nam are responding to climate change 
and extreme climate events. The findings 
here summarise some of  the initial work 
of  the Climate Change and Rural Institu-
tions (CCRI) research programme in Viet 
Nam. For more information about CCRI see  
http://diis.dk/sw113176.asp This research is 
focused on the Central Vietnamese provinc-
es of  Quang Binh and Thua Thien Hue, as 
the examples presented reflect data collected 
in these two provinces. The research includ-
ed here emphasises the factors affecting the 
coastal zones of  these provinces, particularly 
areas which are impacted by a combination of  
environmental change and the introduction 
of  new livelihood opportunities, including 
rapidly expanding aquacultural production.

Section two of  the working paper reviews 
the impact of  climate change in Vietnam. 
Section three describes the institutions that 
are directly or indirectly involved in (or af-
fected by) climate change and extreme cli-
mate events, while Section four analyses the 
policies, plans and institutional mandates re-
garding climate change. Section five presents 
the main conclusions of  the paper.

Viet Nam is often characterised as being 
a strong developmental state (Gainsbor-
ough 2010) in terms of  acting decisively to 
promote a given path to development and 
intervening in markets in order to do so. It 
is in the nature of  this drive to development 
that the struggle to address climate change 
and extreme climate events can be best un-
derstood. This working paper considers the 
nature of  Viet Nam as a developmental state, 
primarily focusing on how this is reflected in 
the changing roles of  meso-level (provincial, 

district and commune) government in man-
aging climate risks. 

As part of  its perceived role in leading 
development, the national government has, 
since the fight against colonialism began in 
the 1940s, made its own decisions and staked 
out its own course. The earlier post-colonial 
years were characterised by political isolation. 
Starting in the late 1980s, Viet Nam shifted 
to a different development path, which has 
combined a developmental perspective with 
keeping a very open attitude toward learning 
from the international community. At local 
level this manifests itself  as authorities ex-
plore ways to continue to lead and promote 
economic and social development, while they 
are also experimenting with (and are being 
drawn into) a range of  new decentralised re-
lationships. Meso-level governance is being 
driven by local factors related to markets, de-
mographic trends and environmental change. 
The leadership of  the central government, 
combined with these autonomous tenden-
cies at sub-national levels, suggests that the 
common assuptions about developmental 
states having a (central) statist bias may be 
misleading as a conceptual framework for un-
derstanding what is happening in Viet Nam 
(Gainsborough 2010). 

These seemingly divergent tendencies of  
local autonomy and centrally led development 
efforts frame how Viet Nam has recognised 
and assumed its own agenda in responding 
to climate change. This agenda reflects a long 
history of  struggling with natural hazards 
and a strong social contract between the state 
(both nationally and at sub-national levels) 
and the citizenry to ensure basic security in 
times of  crisis. 

With a population of  over 90 million, Viet 
Nam is the second most populous country in 
Southeast Asia after Indonesia. It is located in 
the centre of  Southeast Asia, comprising the 
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eastern boundary of  the Indochinese Pen-
insula, with a surface area of  approximately 
333,000 km. The country borders China to 
the north and Laos and Cambodia to the west. 
Viet Nam lies completely within the tropical 
belt of  the Northern Hemisphere, extending 
over 15° of  latitude. The country measures 50 
kilometres wide at its narrowest point in the 
north central coast and 600 kilometres at its 
widest point between Mong Cai and the Viet 
Nam-Laos border. What makes Viet Nam’s 
geography exceptional in relation to climatic 
variation and geographic diversity is its 3,260 
km long S-shaped coastline from Mong Cai at 
the border with China to Ha Tien. 
The difficulties in governing a country en-

compassing these great distances have char-
acterised the history of  the country (Wescott 
2003) and contribute to the contradictory 
pressures for centralisation and decentrali-
sation which have characterised Vietnamese 
history and which will be analysed further 
below. 

The Vietnamese economy remains largely 
rural, but has undergone a radical process of  
urbanisation and diversification over the past 
two decades since liberalisation of  the econ-
omy began. Although rural incomes have 
improved, the gap between urban and rural 
incomes has widened. Small urban centres 
and provincial capitals have grown rapidly, 
especially in relatively accessible areas and 
where investment has been high. Household 
incomes have become diversified as youth in 
particular obtain urban employment. Educa-
tion levels are high, and education has histor-
ically been highly valued as a way to expand 
livelihoods beyond agriculture.

Agriculture makes up 20 percent of  GDP 
and provides employment for over half  of  the 
workforce. Agriculture and those dependent 
on agriculture-based livelihoods have borne 
the brunt of  the effects of  extreme climate 

events and gradual climate change. Despite 
increasing urbanisation, rural forms of  vul-
nerability are projected to endure (DARA and 
the Climate Vulnerable Forum 2012). 

Rice is the main staple, and Viet Nam ex-
perienced phenomenal production growth 
after the liberalisation of  the economy at the 
end of  the 1980s. As national food security 
has been achieved (attaining and surpassing 
national food security targets), the past 20 
years have seen a cautious and gradual readi-
ness within the government to encourage di-
versification. Farmers themselves have also 
gradually recognised the advantages of  di-
versified production, at first primarily in the 
highly fertile Mekong Delta. Climate change 
has to some extent encouraged this trend. 
In some areas affected by salinity and other 
factors the former rice-based economy has 
reached a tipping point. Aquaculture has ex-
panded enormously as an alternative to rice 
production in increasingly saline conditions 
and as a response to new market-led oppor-
tunities. 

In 2010 Viet Nam was the single largest 
recipient of  international climate adaptation 
funding, mostly in the form of  concessional 
loans, but the USD 200 million received for a 
population of  over 90 million constitutes less 
that 0.1 percent of  GDP (DARA and the Cli-
mate Vulnerable Forum 2012). Even highly 
vulnerable parts of  the country are still not 
receiving significant international climate in-
vestment. Viet Nam has shown a readiness 
to invest its own resources in climate change 
adaptation as well, but the eventual roles of  
international and domestic finance are not yet 
clearly defined. This creates uncertainties at 
local levels where authorities are increasingly 
recognising threats related to climate change, 
particularly in the form of  extreme climate 
events, but are unsure who will pay for what 
in relation to climate adaptation.
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2.  THE IMPACT OF CLIMATE 
CHANGE IN VIET NAM 

2.1  Changes in temperature, 
percipitation and sea levels
Viet Nam is likely to be among the countries 
hardest hit by climate change, mainly through 
rising sea levels and changes in rainfall and 
temperatures (Bingxin et al. 2010:v), though 
as described below, projected scenarios vary 
greatly. Studies for the Southeast Asian region 
show that climate change and its related im-
pacts could lower agricultural productivity by 
2-15 percent by 2080 in Viet Nam (Zhai and 
Zhuang 2009:4-5). 

Mean annual temperature in the country 
has increased with 0.4°C since 1960, a rate of  
approximately 0.09°C per decade. Warming 
has been more rapid in the southern parts of  
Viet Nam than in the central and northern 
parts of  the country. The frequency of  cold 
days and nights annually has decresead signif-
icantly since the 1960s, whereas the number 
of  hot days and nights has increased signifi-

cantly in the same time period, in every sea-
son (McSweeney et al. 2008:1-2). According 
to Viet Nam’s official climate change and sea 
level rise report from the Ministry of  Natural 
Resources and the Environment (MONRE), 
the annual average temperature increased with 
0.5 to 0.7°C between 1958 and 2007 (MON-
RE 2009:4), which is above McSweeney’s cal-
culations. The total picture, however, shows a 
temperature increase in Viet Nam in the last 
50 years. 

In the future, the mean annual tempera-
ture is projected to increase with 0.8 to 2.7°C 
by the 2060s and 1.4 to 4.2°C by the 2090s. 
The range of  projections for 2090 under any 
one emissions scenario is around 1.5-2.0°C 
(McSweeney et al. 2008:2). MONRE reports 
that temperatures in winter can increase fast-
er than those in summer for all climate zones. 
Temperatures in the northern climate zones 
may also increase faster than those in southern 
climate zones. Combining low, medium and 
high emission scenarios for both the north-
ern and southen climatic zones presented in 

Table 1.  Changes in annual mean temperature relative to period of 1980-1999, 
medium emissions scenario

Source: MONRE 2009:12
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the MONRE report, Viet Nam will by 2060 
have an annual mean temperature increase of  
0.9-1.8°C and by 2090, 1.1-3.1°C (MONRE 
2009:11-13). However, the McSweeney report 
projects a higher annual mean temperature in-
crease for Viet Nam than the MONRE 2009 
report. 

Impacts from a temperature increase are 
many. For Vietnamese agriculture, a 1°C in-
crease in minimum temperature could lead 
to a 10 percent reduction in rice yields. Fish 
and shrimp species develop more favourably 
in a water temperature in the range of  20° to 
25°C. Aquaculture yields may therefore de-
cline at water temperatures much above 30°C 
(Tuan 2010:7).

The MONRE 2009 report shows that 
rainfall in Viet Nam over the past 50 years 
(1958-2007) has decreased by about 2 per-
cent (MONRE 2009:5). This is contradictory 
to what McSweeney et al. conclude in their 
country report, which instead states that 
mean rainfall over Viet Nam does not show 
any consistent increase or decrease since 1960 
(McSweeney et al. 2008:2). In addition, the 
authors conclude that neither the proportion 
of  rainfall that occurs in heavy events, nor 
the magnitude of  maximum one and five day 
events have altered significantly or consist-
ently over the observed period (McSweeney 
et al. 2008:2). 

However, future projections for mean an-
nual rainfall in Viet Nam consistently indicate 
increases in rainfall. This increase is mainly 
due to projected increases in August, Sep-
tember and October, but is partially offset by 
projected decreases in February, March and 
April (McSweeney 2008:3). The MONRE 
report projects total overall annual and rainy 
season rainfall to increase, while dry season 
rainfall will decrease, especially in the south-
ern climate zones (MONRE 2009:12). The 
MONRE report gives a detailed overview of  

projected rainfall increases over the different 
climatic regions. Under a medium emission 
scenario, the report projects that by the end 
of  the current century, annual rainfall will in-
crease, relative to the period of  1980-1999, 
by about 7-8 percent in the northern parts 
of  the country and about 2-3 percent in the 
south and central zones. Rainfall in the mid-
dle of  the dry season in the south, howev-
er, will decrease up to 10-15 percent, while 
northern parts will experience a decrease of  
about 4-10 percent. During the rainy season, 
rainfall will increase by 10-15 percent in the 
northern and south central parts (MONRE 
2009:13). The proportion of  total rainfall that 
falls in heavy events is projected to increase 
by an additional 2 to 14 percent by the 2090s 
(McSweeney et al. 2008:3). 

A World Bank Policy Paper stated in 2007 
that Viet Nam will suffer greatly from sea lev-
el rise in the future. The vulnerability of  the 
coastal zone of  Viet Nam could be attributed 
to its lowlying character, since coastal areas at 
or below one metre of  elevation constitute 
much of  Viet Nam’s coastline. However, sea 
level rise is only part of  the picture as rapid 
population growth in low coastal areas also 
contributes to coastal vulnerability. Much of  
Viet Nam’s coastline is extremely lowlying, 
making sea level rise a high-priority issue for 
the country (Boateng 2012:26, Hanh and Fu-
rukawa 2007:52). 

Sea levels in Viet Nam have increased by 5 
cm in the past 30 years (Hanh and Furukawa 
2007:51). Sea level rises measuring between 
1.75 and 2.56 mm per year have been identi-
fied at four Vietnamese stations – Hon Dau, 
Da Nang, Qui Nhon and Vung Tau. The 
greatest changes were observed in the north-
ern and the southern parts of  the country. 

Estimations for expected future sea lev-
el rise in Viet Nam range from 0.28-0.33 
metre in 2050 under high, medium and low 
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emission scenarios to 0.65-1.0 metre by 2100 
(MONRE 2009:15). 

The Red River Delta in the north and the 
Mekong River Delta in the south are particu-
larly vulnerable to sea level rise (Dasgupta et 
al. 2007:28, Boateng 2012:26-28, Hanh and 
Furukawa 2007:52). In addition, most of  Viet 
Nam’s land area southwest of  Ho Chi Minh 
City would be severely impacted by a sea lev-
el rise (Dasgupta et al. 2007:28). Most of  Viet 
Nam’s population and economic activity are 
located in the two river deltas. If  the sea were 
to rise by one metre, almost 11 percent of  Viet 
Nam’s population would be impacted, and 35 
percent would be impacted by a 5 metre sea 
level rise (Dasgupta et al. 2007:28). Viet Nam’s 
agricultural production would be the most 
severely impacted in East Asia; a one metre 
sea level rise would impact 6-7 percent of  the 
agricultural sector (Dasgupta et al. 2007:32-
33). Carew-Reid assesses that by 2100, 14,528 
sq kilometres, or 4.4 percent of  Viet Nam’s 
land area could be permanently inundated 
(Carew-Reid 2008:2). Coastal and estuary man-
grove forest wetlands and other submerged 
aquatic vegetation, which provide habits and 
nutrient sources for fish, would also be severe-
ly affected by sea level rise (Tuan 2010:7). 

Saline water intrusion into estuaries is 
caused by draining and opening up of  del-

tas and also reduced dry season river flows 
resulting from reduced water retention up-
stream and reduced dry season rainfall. There 
is also significant pressure due to sea level 
rise. In a case study on the Lower Mekong 
River Delta, Le Anh Tuan found that de-
creased water flow from the upstream of  the 
Mekong River in the dry seasons, combined 
with sea level rise, may lead to increasingly 
serious saltwater intrusion into the Lower 
Mekong River Delta, threatening agriculture 
and aquaculture production in the area (Tuan 
2010:4; 6). Saline intrusion is thus a serious 
problem for coastal agriculture (Hanh and 
Furukawa 2007:56). According to a study by 
the International Food Policy Research Insti-
tute (IFPRI), the sea level rise projected by 
MONRE in their 2009 report will profoundly 
affect the level of  salinisation and rice pro-
duction around the Mekong River Delta. The 
report assesses that in the rainy season, the 
areas inundated with water deeper than 0.5 
metre would increase by 276,000 hectares, 
and in the dry season areas affected by sa-
linity intrusion with a concentration great-
er than 4 grams per litre would increase by 
420,000 hectares. The report calculates that 
if  70 percent of  the affected areas are paddy 
rice area, 193,000 hectares of  paddy rice area 
could be lost due to inundation, and 294,000 

Table 2.  Sea Level Rise (cm) relative to period of 1980 - 1999

Source: MONRE 2009:15
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Box 1.  Increasing salinity, tipping point or trigger for market innovation?

Salinity intrusion is among the major climate change impacts faced by farmers in coastal areas of Quang 
Binh and Thua Thien Hue provinces. Rice productivity has been declining over time. In response to 
this district and provincial authorities have planned to convert rice lands affected by salinity intrusion 
to aquaculture production. This is seen as a way to both adapt to climate change and also generate more 
income for farmers since aquaculture has been expected to provide higher profits for farmers than rice. 
However, aquaculture is far more capital intensive than rice cultivation, particularly for stabilising and 
building dykes around ponds, purchase of feed and other infrastructure. These investments are greatest 
for monoculture production of tiger shrimp. Poor households cannot afford these investments and are 
often selling their land where this conversion is underway.

More wealthy households that can afford these invesmtents investments also purchase land from poor 
households, but even these better off househods may not be able to manage the risks inherent in these 
new production systems. Numerous households in coastal areas where CCRI research is underway have 
gone bankrupt as a result of losses due to disease, difficulties in controlling salinity levels and other 
factors. In addition, some poor people have not received full payment after they have sold there their 
land, because the companies or households who purchased their lands for aquaculture have run into 
difficulties. 

As a response, many aquacultural lands are being converted to polyculture production of a combination 
of shrimp, crabs, fish, etc. These systems involve lower investments and somewhat lower production 
risks, but may still be affected by unseasonal rains. Potential profits are also lower. More radical innova-
tions are thus being supplanted by lower-risk alternatives as farmers try to optimise their responses to 
climate and market signals.

Box 2.  2010 Flood in Quang Binh Province

From 1st to 5th October 2010, Quang Binh suffered widespread and continuous heavy rainfall, in most 
areas totaling over 1000 mm. Although local people and authorities had received forecasts and had pre-
pared for flooding, they did not expect such heavy precipitation. Within only five days, rainfall amount-
ed to approximately half the average annual rainfall in the province. The water levels caused widespread 
flooding in Quang Binh. Rivers in Quang Binh rose very quickly. Previous record flood levels were sur-
passed. Six of seven districts of the province were inundated, in many areas flood levels reached the roofs 
of the houses. Floods isolated many localities and residential areas causing great damage to property and 
seriously affecting people’s livelihoods. The floods killed 42 people and resulted in damages estimated 
at 1.3 billion dong (Quang Binh Department of Flood and Storm Control, 2012). Locally, this disaster 
came to be called “flood heaped upon flood”.

After this historical flood, Quang Binh Province engaged in significant institutional strengthening and 
awareness-raising activities to enhance its disaster management and response capacity. The Provincial 
People’s Committee (PPC) issued new 5 decisions to enhance the organization and structure of Commit-
tees for Flood and Storm Control at all levels. They implemented training courses on disaster manage-
ment and mitigation for hundreds of commune leaders and Red Cross members, and provided courses, 
guidebooks and newsletters for communities. The PPC also increased funding and prioritization for 
infrastructure for disaster risk reduction.
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hectares could be lost due to salinity intru-
sion by 2050. This loss of  rice area will lead 
to a rice production decline of  about 2.7 mil-
lion metric tons per year (based on 2007 rice 
yields), 0.9 million tons in rainy season due to 
inundation and 1.8 million tons in dry season 
due to salinity intrusion. This is an equivalent 
of  about 13 percent of  the 2007 total rice 
harvest in the Mekong River Delta (Bingxin 
et al.2010:8). In Viet Nam, 50 percent of  na-
tional rice production comes from the Me-
kong Delta (Hanh and Furukawa 2007:56).

Coastal erosion is also a key concern in the 
country. Caused by a variety of  factors, coast-
al erosion typically falls into two categories: 
sand migration along the shore, causing some 
areas to erode and others to expand, and ris-
ing sea levels causing shores to erode. Cur-
rently, 243 coastal sites in Viet Nam, cover-
ing 469 kilometres of  coastline, have eroded 
at a rate of  5-10 metres per year; 96 of  the 
sites have lost more than one kilometre of  
coastline to erosion. Some 36 kilometres of  
coastline have been eroding at a rate of  30-50 
metres/year for the last century (Hanh and 
Furukawa 2007:53). 

2.2  Disasters triggered by extreme 
climate events 
Viet Nam suffers from many kinds of  disas-
ters related to floods, storms, tropical depres-
sions, storm surges, inundations, whirlwinds, 
flash floods, hail, rain, drought, landslides and 
forest fires. Storms and flooding are the most 
frequent hazards (Asean Inter-Parliamentary 
Assembly Viet Nam Report 2011:1). Such 
events have had a formative impact on gov-
ernment institutions, as evidenced from the 
extreme flooding of  1999.
Smaller but nonetheless severe floods oc-

cur every year. Only in 2010, Viet Nam was 
affected by six storms and four extreme 

Box 3.  1999 flood in Thua Thien Hue 
Province	

During the period of 2nd to 11th November, 
1999 an extreme flood affected Thua Thien 
Hue Province. Floods of this magnitude are 
referred to in Viet Nam as “historical floods”. 
Flooding was severe throughout the coastal 
areas, including Hue City. An excess of 1,000 
mm precipitation per day was recorded for 
some days. This raised the water level of 
major rivers in the central region to an un-
precedented height. Perfume River flood lev-
els reached nearly 6 metres above average – 
about 0.46 metres higher than the water level 
in the last historical flood in 1953. At almost 
1.4 metres, rainfall in Hue City on November 
2 in Hue was the second heaviest recorded 
rainfall in the world. In this historical flood, 
352 people died; over 25 thousand hous-
es collapsed or were washed away; over one 
thousand schools collapsed, and 160,000 cat-
tle and close to 900,000 poultry were killed. 
The total damage was approximately 1761.82 
billion VND (Nguyen Ty Nien, 2012).

All CCRI research informants describe this 
flood as being an event that led to major 
changes in both attitudes and institutional 
systems. It revealed to all levels of government 
that existing state institutions responsible for 
flood and storm control had deteriorated and 
were in urgent need of renewal and strength-
ening. It was clear that this event, together 
with massive floods in the Mekong Delta in 
1999 and 2000, stimulated the central govern-
ment to mandate the creation of many of the 
strengthened disaster response systems that 
exist in Viet Nam today. 

floods, resulting in damages to over 300,000 
hectares of  farm production. One of  the are-
as affected in 2010 was Quang Binh Province, 
which exemplifies the impact of  less “histor-
ical”, but nonetheless serious climate events. 

Central Viet Nam has historically been seen 
as being highly prone to two major types of  
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climatic risk, storms and floods. In the past 
typhoons have wreaked considerable havoc 
due to winds that have destroyed coastal and 
near-coastal homes and infrastructure, as 
well as resulting in considerable loss of  life.

Interviews with both rural residents and 
local officials in Central Viet Nam reveal a 
strong perception that such storms are fewer 
and less intensive than they were in the past. 
The last typhoon that had an extreme impact 
in Thua Thien Hue occurred in 1985. Pri-
mary concerns have shifted to flooding that 
people attribute to extremely heavy monsoon 
rains in coastal areas and in nearby mountain-
ous areas, which in turn causes flooding when 
these waters reach the coast. 

Central Viet Nam is the area of  the coun-
try that has always been most affected by ma-
jor storms. The Mekong Delta is largely out-
side of  the path of  seasonal typhoons. Some 

typhoons affect Northern Viet Nam, but the 
impacts tend to be more related to intense 
rainfall when the storms move further inland. 
The hurricane season lasts from June or July 
to October or November. The number of  
storms affecting Central Viet Nam increased 
in the 1970s and 1980s with an average of  
0.86 storms per year, but from the 1990s 
until now there has been a downward trend 
with about 0.6 per year (Hydrometeorological 
Data Center 2012). 
In Central Viet Nam floods stemming 

from intense rainfall in the coastal areas and 
also in the nearby hills and mountains, are not 
unusual and in most years do not constitute 
a “disaster”. Indeed, a degree of  flooding is 
essential for rice production in the areas and 
to ensure a flow of  water to reduce risks of  
aquaculture diseases and provide nutrients 
from higher in the watersheds for crops and 

Box 4.  Farmers’ losses due to unseasonal rains

Unseasonal rainfall has become increasingly problematic for farmers in recent years, sometimes leading to 
substantial aquacultural and agricultural losses. Aquaculturalists in the coastal areas of  Quang Binh and Thua 
Thien Hue provinces struggle with variations in salinity caused by increasingly intermittent rainfall; hot, dry 
spells (typically in May and June) result in high salinity levels, followed by unseasonal/ sudden and heavy rain. 
These hazards lead to sharp increases and decreases in salinity in brackish ponds. Such changes have been 
seriously affecting brackish aquaculture in the two provinces. Aquaculturalists in Quang Phong commune, 
Quang Trach district and Phu Xuan commune, Phu Vang district expressed that in the last 6 years, particu-
larly in 2010, 2012 and 2013, rains were unseasonal, and sudden, heavy rains during summer (June and July) 
caused serious production losses. In 2010 and 2012, heavy rain in July caused a 30%-50% loss for many 
households in Phu Dien and Phu Xuan communes. Farmers had to harvest early when shrimp and fish were 
still small. This led not only to reduced productivity, but also significantly reduced prices as most shrimp and 
fish died before harvesting. In Quang Phong commune, Quang Trach district, aquaculturalists faced similar 
problems, which contributed to a virtual total loss of  production in 2013.

Agriculturalists are also experiencing losses due to unseasonably early rainfall, which threatens rice harvests; 
in 2004 in Quang Dien District, Quang Phuoc Province, early rains prevented the harvest of  360 hectares of  
rice. As a result of  early floods the rice germinated before harvesting, reducing its quality and value. District 
agricultural extensionists have introduced new measures in response. Officials in Quang Dien and Quang 
Trach districts have begun to adapt the cultivation calendar annually to the year’s forecast, and Quang Trach 
district officials have promoted short-maturation varieties of  rice, even though these often provide lower 

yields. 
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fish. Floods become disaster risks in the study 
areas when they are: 

•	 Unseasonal: when they come before the rice 
has been harvested and dried;

•	 Extremely heavy: when floods completely in-
undate farms, homes and businesses; and

•	 Damage aquaculture and fisheries: when they 
suddenly raise levels of  freshwater in 
brackish agro-ecological zones (again, if  
floods are unseasonal, the first floods can 
have severe impacts on some aspects of  
aquaculture production).
  

It is important to note that floods are a nor-
mal seasonal phenomena in Quang Binh 
and Thua Thien Hue. The factors that turn 
this hazard into a potential disaster relate to 
the interplay between climatic factors and 
socio-economic change, and also between 
gradual climate change and the occurrence 
of  severe events. There are two main aspects 
of  the society and economy in the CCRI re-
search sites that make the local population in-
creasingly vulnerable to flood hazards. Shifts 
to aquaculture, driven by demographic pres-
sures on land and capture fisheries, and in-
creasing salinisation of  rice fields, are factors 
that increase reliance on a source of  income 
that is dependent on relatively stable levels 
of  salinity. Also, urbanisation and increasing 
construction of  roads and other infrastruc-
ture are reducing the area that in the past was 
available for drainage and runoff.

2.3  Gradual environmental change 
leading to potential tipping points
As described above, Viet Nam is extremely 
prone to coastal salinisation, and many sce-
narios pointing towards “tipping points” in 
agro-ecosystems focus on hazards related to 
salinisation. This is even a problem in some 

Box 5.  Goal conflicts in salinity 
management

There are goal conflicts arising in efforts to 
address salinity problems. For example, a dam 
(Thao Long dam) has been constructed in Phu 
Vang to protect the Hue City water system 
from salinisation, which in the past was a ma-
jor problem. The dam has proven effective in 
ensuring that these water supplies remain po-
table. However, the dam has also affected the 
flow of  water into neighbouring rural districts 
and has created new problems for aquaculture 
producers in the estuary near the dam. The 
dam blocks the water circulation and impacts 
seriously on water quality in the lagoon by trap-
ping too much fresh water in the rainy season. 
In 2009, more than 150 hectares of  shrimp 
and fish production areas in Huong Phong 
Commune were severely affected due to low-
er salinity levels. According to the chairmen of  
Thuan An and Phu Xuan communes, in 2011 
and 2012, due to the Thao Long dam, the la-
goon environment around the two communes 
changed significantly, and several fish species 
did not come to spawn as before. Therefore, 
the main source of  fingerlings for aquaculture 
was negatively affected. People had to buy fin-
gerlings from other areas for aquaculture.

inland areas due to tidal inflows during in-
creasingly severe dry seasons. During the 
months of  June-August, extreme dry weath-
er leads to increasing salinity due to inflows 
from the sea into rivers and estuaries. In the 
Mekong Delta this is an increasingly severe 
hazard with salinity problems in 2009 arising 
as far inland as An Giang Province, 70 kilo-
metres from the sea, on the border with Cam-
bodia (Thanh and Toan 2010). 

In interviews in Central Viet Nam, these 
dry season problems are mentioned by CCRI 
informants as a problem, but variability and 
uncertainty are of  greater concern. Inter-
viewees mention that sudden and increasing 



14

DIIS WORKING PAPER 2013:14

seasonal rainfall is causing a larger problem in 
aquaculture production and even natural fish-
eries, as the periodic influx of  large quantities 
of  fresh water into normally brackish lagoons 
results in heavy losses of  cultivated shrimp 
and even wild crayfish and other species.

It should be stressed, however, that wa-
ter quality issues affecting aquaculture are 
by no means only related to climatic factors 
contributing to potential tipping points. As 
with the extreme flooding described above, 
demographic pressures driving urbanisation 
and land use change are also major contrib-
uting factors (it is not possible to quantify the 
relative importance of  these factors). Urban 
sprawl from the capitals of  the provinces 
where CCRI research is underway (Hue City 
and Dong Hoi) is reducing the areas of  pad-
dy land and marginal swampy areas where 
runoff  can be absorbed and dissipated. In-
frastructure to protect urban drinking water 
supplies from the influx of  saline water in 
the dry season may also affect water flows. 
Other construction, especially new roads, 
further restricts and alters water flows. Shifts 
from capture fisheries to aquaculture due to 
demographic pressures and the settlement of  
“sampan people”, who formerly depended 
on capture fisheries, also restrict the flow of  
water and create environments that are con-
ducive to the spread of  shrimp disease.

In addition to salinity, another gradual 
change is that of  erosion and subsequent 
landslides along beaches and river banks. 
These appear to be caused by intense storms 
(in beach areas), intense rainfall (along river 
banks) and changing water currents due to a 
variety of  factors (both areas). This erosion 
affects some aquaculture and aquaculture, as 
well as homes and in some areas tourism. In-
frastructure (especially roads) is also affect-
ed. Sea level rise, storms and heavy rainfall 
have led to frequent landslides, particularly 

along the coast in Thua Thien Hue (Nguyen 
Viet 2006). Currently, there are more than 30 
km of  coastline affected by erosion in Thua 
Thien Hue. Erosion is destabilising the nat-
ural conditions of  Tam Giang-Cau Hai La-
goon (Southeast Asia’s largest lagoon) and 
threatening infrastructure and socio-eco-
nomic development of  the coastal areas of  
the province (Nguyen Viet 2006).

Box 6.  Tipping points in aquaculture 
production

As described above, aquaculture systems in Cen-
tral Viet Nam have begun a shift from a former 
focus on monoculture shrimp production to 
polyculture production of  a variety of  shrimp, 
crab and fish species. This shift has occurred as 
a reaction to two factors. First, it is due to repeat-
ed disease outbreaks in the years 2003-2005, pri-
marily affecting monoculture shrimp production 
systems. A causal factor can be assumed to be 
the increasing density of  production leading to 
disease transmission between production areas. 
Second, increasing occurrence of  freshwater in-
flows due to heavy rains has affected aquaculture 
and even capture fisheries, but here again, pri-
marily monoculture shrimp production as these 
systems are highly sensitive to changes in salinity. 
This can be perceived to constitute a “tipping 
point” that is stimulating a shift from monocul-
ture shrimp production to polyculture. 

Aquaculture is probably the greatest potential 
opportunity for livelihoods and economic de-
velopment in the districts surrounding the Tam 
Giang-Cau Hai Lagoon in Thua Thien Hue 
Province. To exploit its comparative advantag-
es, Phu Vang District has searched for ways to 
develop aquaculture in a sustainable manner in 
the recent years. According to Thuan and Minh 
(2011), in 2010, the Phu Vang district govern-
ment decided to encourage farmers to reduce 
monoculture shrimp production and increase 
the area of  polyculture aquaculture production 
because of  the losses from disease, water polu-
tion and environmental changes.  
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3.  CLIMATE CHANGE AND 
INSTITUTIONS IN VIET NAM

3.1  The institutional landscape

3.1.1  The developmental state
As noted in the introduction, Viet Nam is 
a state with a clear developmental character 
and has often been characterised as a ‘devel-
opmental state’ due to its role in promoting 
a given development path and guiding mar-
kets (Gainsborough 2010). The historical re-
lationship between the state and the citizen-
ry, where trust underpins the developmental 
process, was forged most strongly during the 
wars against the French colonial forces, after 
that the United States and most recently with 
China in 1979. The state is widely perceived 
to be accountable for providing basic securi-
ty for its citizens – not just political security 
but also food security and protection from 
natural hazards and other threats. Viet Nam 
has, for example, taken a strong and indeed 
exemplary approach to addressing the spread 
of  Avian Influenza (Burgos et al. 2008). The 
state is also proactive in investing considera-
ble resources of  its own, at both national and 
local levels, and in both urban and rural areas, 
in chosen development paths.

Economic performance and poverty reduc-
tion have been extraordinary since reforms 
began at the end of  the 1980s. Recently, the 
positive trajectory in the Vietnamese econo-
my has slowed considerably due partly to do-
mestic policies. These difficulties have arisen 
at the same time as popular expectations have 
grown enormously due to the rapid growth 
achieved over the past two decades. There are 
thus particular pressures on the government 
to maintain and reinforce its role in leading 
national development. 

In relation to international development 
cooperation, Viet Nam is known for assum-

ing a strong stance in relation to the donor 
community. Viet Nam makes clear its de-
velopment priorities, while at the same time 
maintaining an open and constructive dia-
logue with international partners on many 
issues. The government in many instances 
provides high levels of  co-financing for do-
nor-supported programming. At the meso 
level, funding is typically directed towards 
approved, but as yet unfunded, projects in-
cluded in the province or district’s socio-eco-
nomic development plan.

Recently, many development partners (par-
ticularly European countries) have concluded 
that Viet Nam is well on its way to becoming 
a middle-income country and have therefore 
begun phasing out development cooperation. 
In recognition that Viet Nam is one of  the 
countries that will be most affected by climate 
change, aid has continued for climate change 
adaptation and is likely to increase significant-
ly in the future. Some observers note that the 
government has responded to this by shifting 
a large proportion of  its focus in donor re-
lations from development to climate funding 
windows.

3.1.2  Decentralisation and the social contract
Viet Nam is divided into 63 provinces and 
Ha Noi, the capital, 698 districts and 11,112 
communes. With regard to decentralisation 
and public administration reforms, Viet Nam 
has gone through a long and complex process 
whereby the state has attempted to empower 
these meso-level institutions while retaining a 
firm central grip on overall policy. The desire 
of  central government to retain control over 
a diverse country and the desire of  local au-
thorities to retain their autonomy is reflected 
in the oft cited Vietnamese saying that “the 
rule of  the emperor stops at the village gate”. 
The geographic distances, divisions during 
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the precolonial and colonial periods and the 
need for devolved decision making during 
the course of  the war all created centrifugal 
pressures, but at the same time generated 
a commitment by the state after the war to 
reassume centralised control, which is some 
cases led to disastrous economic policies. 

The reforms that began in the late 1980s 
were not initiated by central-level decrees, 
but rather by allowing provinces to engage 
in “fence-breaking” to test new approaches 
that deviated from national policies (Fforde 
1993). Centre-periphery relations in Viet 
Nam thus do not fall into the neat catego-
ries that charaterise many prevailing assump-
tions about decentralisation. These seemingly 
contradictory phenomena of  growing local 
autonomy in a state that strives to maintain 
central authority have been noted as existing 
simultaneously (Malesky 2004). 

The process of  moving towards decentral-
isation in Viet Nam has moved “in fits and 
starts” (Wescott 2003:24), but has picked up 
speed over the past decade. Acceptance of  
the need to formalise and even encourage 
decentralisation has been enshrined in new 
policies related to public administriation re-
forms. In 2003, a new policy decentralised 
many functions to the district level (Decree 
No.79/2003/NĐ-CP). In 2005, new regula-
tions on decentralisation from central gov-
ernment to local authorities were promulgat-
ed and applied, along with efforts to improve 
the competence and responsibility of  local 
government. The links and the responsibility 
of  local government to the population were 
more explicitly defined and reinforced as well. 

The extent and nature of  decentralisation 
varies in different parts of  Viet Nam, de-
pending on historical factors, prevailing ca-
pacities and the priorities of  local leadership 
(Fforde 2003). It has been suggested that ex-
isting regional disparities may be aggravated 

as stronger provinces are able to benefit from 
decentralisation, whereas unrealistic demands 
are being placed on weaker provinces and dis-
tricts (Fritzen 2006), a trend that may become 
particularly notable in dealing with a complex 
and challenging issue such as climate change. 
In reflection of  the prevailing social con-

tract, disaster preparedness is clearly per-
ceived by the public and the government as 
a public good and therefore a responsibility 
of  the state at both national and sub-national 
levels. Even though financing for some pub-
lic goods has declined in recent decades, the 
government still allocates significant public 
financial resources to address disaster risks. 
Scott’s analysis of  the “moral economy” of  
Viet Nam’s peasantry relates various exam-
ples of  how the justness of  the state is per-
ceived as being related to the extent to which 
the state responds (or fails to respond) to 
floods and other natural hazards (1976). In 
relation to natural disasters, there is a par-
ticularly strong social contract between the 
state and the citizens in Central and North-
central Viet Nam. A correllation can be noted 
between the large number of  leaders of  the 
revolutionary struggle and the high degree 
of  vulnerability of  these areas to storms and 
floods. 

This social contract in relation to climate 
threats is increasingly evident as climate im-
pacts are felt. Meso-level institutions have 
begun to redeploy administrative resources 
and adapt procedures, evidenced for instance 
in shifting land use procedures. Officials in-
terviewed in one district have begun to per-
manently move citizens displaced by climate 
threats, postponing lengthy administrative 
procedures to immediately grant them new 
land. This has become their new operating 
procedure in such circumstances and reflects 
a growing perceived responsibility to assist 
citizens facing climate threats. The social 
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contract has also increasingly extended into 
the political arena, as the Communist Party 
has heighted its attention to disaster prepar-
edness and response issues. This is primari-
ly apparent in the Party’s self-appointed and 
expanding role in monitoring and demanding 
accountability from local officials’ responsi-
ble for disaster management.
The primary focus of  both flood and 

storm control efforts and longer-term cli-
mate adaptation  is on construction of  sea 
and river dykes (where these are feasible) to 
protect homes and agricultural/aquacultural 
land from flooding. These large infrastructur-
al investments are ultimately the responsibility 
of  national government. Prior to the extreme 
floods that occurred in Central Viet Nam and 
the Mekong Delta in 1999 and 2000, it was 
suggested that the decline of  central planning 
and associated collective institutions led to 
declining investments in maintaining this sys-
tem of  dykes (Adger 1999), but this seems to 
have changed after these extreme events and 
with growing national awareness of  climate 
change. Many interviewees noted increased 
prioritisation of  and funding for infrastruc-
ture from the central government in the af-
termath of  the 1999 flood.

3.1.3  The changing roles of markets and 
civil society 
The roles of  markets and private sector de-
velopment are central to understanding the 
dynamics of  how urbanisation, industrialisa-
tion and new investments in agriculture and 
natural resource management affect oppor-
tunities and pitfalls in climate adaptation. 
Since the decollectivisation of  agriculture 
in the late 1980s, the space for the private 
sector has increased rapidly and enormous-
ly, even if  reforms of  formal institutional 
structures for private ownership lagged, par-

ticularly before 2000 (Steer and Sen 2010). 
The decentralisation reforms over the past 
decade have also increasingly transferred re-
sponsibilities for tasks and services which do 
not need to be undertaken by state agencies, 
to non-governmental organisations and en-
terprises (a process referred to in Viet Nam 
as “socialisation”). The aforementioned 
phenomenon of  “fence-breaking” has been 
partially characterised by a process whereby 
the emerging domestic and newly arriving 
international investors, provincial and dis-
trict governments, and state-owned enter-
prises have explored new ways of  working 
with one another in ways that have at times 
not (yet) been fully sanctioned in the legal 
and policy structure. The bargaining power 
of  provincial governments has been central 
to the rapid but often uneven spread of  new 
market relations (Malesky 2004). It has been 
suggested that the uneven use of  legal sanc-
tions to prosecute high profile corruption 
cases is a way in which the central authori-
ties try to re-exert their power where decen-
tralisation has shifted decision making too 
far into the realm of  local market relations 
(Gainsborough 2003). 

Over the past 20 years, private investment 
in high-potential rural areas has been huge 
and has transformed the landscape through 
both industrialisation and in some cases 
tourism, agriculture and aquaculture. In oth-
er areas investment has been minimal. The 
regional disparities noted above regarding 
decentralisation may also impact on ability 
to compete for investment where desper-
ately poor provinces compete by “breaking 
fences” in terms of  disregarding national 
policies and even legal regulations in pur-
suit of  investment (Anh et al. 2007). Central 
government has given provinces the leeway 
to determine what they see fit in terms of  
finding new ways of  working with the pri-
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vate sector, which has resulted in a diversi-
ty of  different relationships throughout the 
country (Schmitz et al. 2012).

Public and private investments merge in 
rural areas, with a range of  joint ventures be-
ing undertaken. In many cases, this does not 
consist of  formal agreements and contractual 
relations, but rather of  proactive relationships 
between local government authorities and 
private investors (Schmitz et al. 2012). It has 
been suggested that decentralisation in Viet 
Nam should not just be seen as a product of  
deliberate policy reform, but also an outcome 
of  increasingly market-driven relationships 
(Painter 2008).

Despite reported successes in terms of  
general private sector support, the Vietnam-
ese state has not dismantled former support 
for state owned enterprises. Massive and mis-
placed public investments in these business-
es, some of  which have problems of  poor 
management and corruption, are major rea-
sons for the current slowdown of  the econ-
omy, as the government has overextended its 
financial resources. As a result, major pro-
jects that were intended to bring industrial 
and extractive natural resource investments 
to rural areas have recently been delayed or 
shelved (Bland 2012, Economist 2012). 

The volatility, informality and uncertain-
ty emanating from the processes described 
above constrain the prospects for implement-
ing a grand climate agenda. National policies 
will inevitably confront complex and dynam-
ic webs of  relationships among government 
officials, private investors and property own-
ers. One central aspect of  this is that trust 
in formal institutions that regulate property 
rights and enforcement of  contracts remains 
very low in Viet Nam, with consequent in-
vestment risks (both for private investors 
and rural households), though informal 
mechanisms and relationships reduce these 
risks considerably. However, the strength of  
formal institutions is beginning to improve 
(Steer and Sen 2010). 

In agriculture, due to the very small num-
ber of  large farms, investment has primari-
ly been in production by smallholders. In 
higher-potential areas, first in the Mekong 
Delta and later elsewhere, farmers have been 
supported and encouraged to try a range of  
new crops, as well as to increase their invest-
ment in rice. Some of  these campaigns and 
schemes have proven effective, while oth-
ers have flooded weak markets or otherwise 
failed. More recent policies have been put in 
place that continue to provide subsidies (part-

Box 7.  Contracting out of climate change adaptation services?

New Public Management policies have begun to be extended to new areas with significant implications 
for new constellations of public and private actors in responding to climate change. With regard to infra-
structure, contracting has become the norm. In other areas, such as agricultural extension, contracting 
mechanisms are still not widespread. In 2011, a new decree stated that provinces would compete by 
bidding for central government funds for extension activities. No province submitted a bid during the 
first year, and some are said to have responded by laying off staff as they assume that the private sector 
would have an advantage in this competition, or perhaps due to lack of experience in bidding for tasks 
that they had formerly assumed to be their responsibilities alone. It is uncertain whether the creation 
of a pluralistic market for agricultural extension services has been enhanced as a result of these public 
sector reforms.
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ly in conjunction with “demonstrations”) for 
poorer smallholders while providing techni-
cal advice, market linkages and market infor-
mation for more commercial farmers.

Viet Nam has gradually moved toward New 
Public Management systems by contracting 
out a range of  services to private companies, 
and in some cases civil society, in the process 
of  ‘socialisation’. Virtually all infrastructure, 
including sea and river dykes, is constructed 
by private entitities. It is unclear if  or how 
this may influence public responsibilities for 
maintaining this infrastructure.

In publicly provided services, particularly 
health and education, fees are increasingly be-
ing introduced (Painter 2008). Health services 
have been characterised as being “increasing-
ly delivered by a public ‘shell’ filled by ‘private 
service providers’” (Wescott 2003:25). Recent 
agricultural extension policy reforms include 
provisions for charging of  fees for commer-
cial farmers, though it does not appear that 
this is widespread. These changes have impli-
cations for how the role of  the state is per-
ceived. 

International development and humanitar-
ian agencies primarily channel climate change 
and disaster risk reduction resources through 
state agencies and quasi-governmental organ-
isations such as the Viet Nam Red Cross and 
the Women’s Union. In the past, this was part-
ly due to the fact that there were no alternative 
channels. As small non-governmental organ-
isations (NGOs) are beginning to get estab-
lished in rural areas (they have existed longer 
and are much stronger in the major cities) this 
is beginning to change, but these organisations 
still have limited capacity and the state and 
quasi-governmental institutions are generally 
seen as more reliable. This is in contrast to oth-
er countries, such as neighbouring Cambodia, 
where civil society and international NGOs 
play a much more central role. 

Box 8. Public-private partnerships in 
disaster management

Public-private partnerships are being encour-
aged in the telecommunications sector for di-
saster response. In Thua Thien Hue Province, 
there is an annual meeting (normally in Au-
gust) of government flood response agencies 
with private telecommunication service pro-
viders before the flooding season to ensure co-
ordinated response. The meeting aims also to 
strengthen coordination by distributing tasks 
and responsibilities among different partners. 
The telecomunication group, including Viet-
tel, Vinaphone and Mobilephone, has their its 
own Committee for Flood and Storm Control. 
The representatives of the committee attend 
the annual meeting to report on their activi-
ties, achievements, lessons learnt regarding di-
saster risk management in the last year, and to 
plann for the next year. Activities of the tele-
communication group regarding disaster risk 
reduction include: (i) improving infrastructure 
(communication offices and cables), (ii) im-
proving facilities for information transforma-
tion, and (iii) capacity building for their staff 
on disaster risk management through training 
to enhance capacity of staff to ensure informa-
tion transmission during disasters.

Independent civil society began to become 
established in the mid 1990s in Viet Nam, 
after having been severely restricted in the 
past. These organisations first emerged often 
as small consulting firms that subcontracted 
implementation of  activities on behalf  of  
international NGOs. Since then, some have 
gradually turned into what can be recognised 
as local NGOs, though their base in local 
membership and genuine civil society is still 
limited. 

The Fatherland Front is the term used for 
the quasi-governmental organisations men-
tioned above (Women’s Union, Youth Union, 
Farmers’ Federation, Veterans’ Association). 
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These organisations have had a degree of  in-
dependence and accountability to their mem-
bership and have played an important role in 
maintaining a non-critical form of  civil soci-
ety in Viet Nam.

At a very local level, some new forms of  
farmers’ organisations and cooperatives have 
emerged over the past decade to replace the 
often bankrupt and distrusted state-led coop-
eratives of  the past. These organisations are 
varied and appear to undertake different roles 
related to member priorities and local percep-
tions regarding the space for civil society. It is 

difficult to gain an overview of  the nature of  
these organisations.

3.2  Institutional structures for 
response to climate change

3.2.1  Roles in flood and storm response 
Institutional roles in responding to climate 
hazards and risk can be roughly categorised 
as being related to two inter-related streams 
with very different institutional relationships. 
The first relates to responding to existing 

Figure 1.  Structure of Flood and Storm Control at different levels (structure in Thua Thien 
Hue Province, some variation exists elsewhere)
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hazards and risks, and the second involves 
responding to climate change more generally 
and in relation to future scenarios. Flood and 
storm control related efforts focusing on ex-
isting hazards and risks currently dominate. 
The Ministry of  Agriculture and Rural De-
velopment (MARD) leads on most of  these 
activities. The Minister of  MARD is the chair 
of  the National Flood and Storm Control 
Committee (NFSCC) – Ban Chỉ đạo Phòng 
Chống Lụt Bão Quốc Gia. Institutional struc-
tures related to the immediate climate re-
sponse are well established at all levels, from 
central government to commune, and have a 
clear base in legislation, regulation and proce-
dural guidelines. These structures are largely 
similar throughout the country, with some 
differences according to the types of  hazards 
affecting each province.

The Central Committee for Flood and 
Storm Control (CCFSC) is the national stand-
ing agency for disaster risk management. It is 
composed of  representatives from relevant 
ministries (MARD, Ministry of  Planning and 
Investment, Ministry of  Finance, Ministry 
of  Education and Training, Ministry of  Nat-
ural Resources and Environment, Ministry 
of  Information and Communications), mass 
organisations (Viet Nam Red Cross), media 
agencies (Viet Nam Television and Voice of  
Vietnam Radio) and some technical agencies 
(Global Physics Institiute, the Hydrometeor-
ological Services). It meets once a year to re-
view the disaster risk management issues of  
the past year and to plan for the coming year. 
The Deputy Prime Minister is the overall na-
tional leader for disaster risk management, 
with responsibilities including approving le-
gal documents, initiating response, calling for 
support, mobilising the military and police, 
etc. The CCFSC has a standing office located 
in MARD, which is chaired by the Director 
of  the Directorate of  Water Resources of  

MARD. At national level each ministry and 
sector has a Committee for Flood and Storm 
Control. 

Provincial Flood and Storm Control Com-
mittees (PFSCCs) have overall responsibilities 
for guidance and mobilising investments in 
disaster preparedness. Actual actions include 
development of  evacuation plans, preposi-
tioning of  supplies and equipment and train-
ing. These are undertaken by District Flood 
and Storm Control Committees (DFSCCs) 
and Commune Flood and Storm Control 
Committees (CFSCCs). From interviews it 
appears that these responsibilities are consid-
ered a very high priority. The official duties 
and responsibilities at provincial and district 
levels are as follows:

a)	To annually review and evaluate, to draw 
experiences on preparedness, risk reduc-
tion and response in relation to the con-
sequences of  floods and storms in the 
previous year as a basis for planning for 
the following year to be effective; ensure 
coordination from province to district and 
communal levels, especially in sensitive 
flooding/typhoon areas.

b)	To strengthen the Flood and Storm Con-
trol Committees at different levels and 
sectors, i.e., to train and demonstrate sce-
narios for flood, storm and natural disaster 
control and preparedness. In districts or 
communes where floods and storms fre-
quently occur, the chair of  the District/
Commune People Committee is the chair 
of  the Flood and Storm Control Commit-
tee.

c)	To establish and implement a system of  
preparedness by prepositioning supplies 
and logistical means and ensuring that hu-
man resources are also on standby at local 
level to respond immediately to hazards, 
referred to as “Four on spot” (4 tại chỗ). 
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Government agencies at different levels 
are to closely coordinate with local people, 
directly and comprehensively providing 
guidance in order to promote synergy and 
actively retain awareness of  and deal with 
the most vulnerable areas when floods, 
typhoons/storms and natural disasters 
occur, to reduce losses of  human life and 
material resources. 

d)	To establish and undertake responsibilities 
in relation to communication networks and 
smooth functioning of  warning and fore-
cast systems in emergencies and during 
flood and storm seasons.

e)	To report regularly on how duties have 
been undertaken to the CCFSC. To coor-
dinate actively and act according to allocat-
ed duties/tasks when floods and storms 
occur. To report any incidents outside of  
normal procedures directly to the office of  
the Prime Minister. 

When a flood occurs, Flood and Storm Con-
trol Committees are quickly mobilised with 
district and commune staff  deployed to the 
affected areas. Evacuation from high-risk 
areas is a major priority, as is information 
(spread largely through loudspeakers) about 
impending floods. 

The Viet Nam Red Cross (VNRC) is also 
active in response in terms of  working with 
Flood and Storm Control Committees and 
also mobilising outside assistance for pur-
chase of  relief  items. Provincial and district 
offices of  the VNRC act as auxiliaries to the 
government and in some instances receive 
international support for Community Based 
Disaster Risk Management activities, includ-
ing training and awareness raising. It does 
not appear that public authorities consist-
ently give high priority to community based 
programming, though this may vary. VNRC 
is primarily perceived as the first responder 

after a disaster. It often provides essential 
commodities such as food, potable water, 
clothing and blankets to households affected 
by disasters. 

Besides the VNRC and local government 
authorities who have formal responsibilities 
for disaster response, associations of  former 
local residents, now living in other provinces 
or abroad, enterprises, charity organisations 
from Buddhist pagodas, large universities and 
small charitable groups also provide support 
to people affected by storms and floods. The 
assistance they provide is generally in the 
form of  short-term relief  directly after a dis-
aster. Needless to say, households themselves 
also respond by leaving their homes and 
moving their foodstocks and property to safe 
locations.

3.2.2  Roles in climate change adaptation 
The second institutional stream relates specif-
ically to climate change adaptation in relation 
to both current risks and future scenarios. 
Policies and national action plans exist, but 
interviews show that the local implications of  
these plans are still perceived as uncertain. In 
overall long-term climate response, the Min-
istry of  Natural Resources and Environment 
(MONRE) is designated by the Government 
as the lead agency. The Department of  Hy-
dro-Meteorological and Climate Change is 
the management agency for climate change 
issues, and the National Hydro-Meteorol-
ogy Agency is a technical agency in charge 
of  weather forecasting and sea level rise and 
hydrological information. MONRE has de-
veloped the National Target Program to Re-
spond to Climate Change (NTPRCC), to be 
implemented within the Government’s Reso-
lution No. 60/2007/NQ-CP in 2008, and also 
developed the Scenarios for Climate Change 
and Sea Level Rise in Vietnam in 2009 and 
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2011. In 2011, the Prime Minister approved 
the National Strategy on Climate Change 
(NSCC) based on Decision No. 2139/QDD-
TTg. Institutional structures related to the 
NTPRCC are in the process of  being estab-
lished between national and provincial levels. 
They are not clearly regulated and in the short 
term will effectively rely on pre-existing flood 
and storm control structures for implemen-
tation at sub-provincial levels, to the extent 
that they link with those levels at all. These 
institutions vary considerably from province 
to province.

In terms of  longer-term climate change ad-
aptation efforts, MARD is designated as the 
leading agency dealing with climate change in 
the agricultural sector, and has an Action Plan 
Framework for Adaptation and Mitigation of  
Climate Change of  the Agriculture and Rural 
Development Sector Period 2008-2020 (De-
cision No. 2730/QĐ-BNN-KHCN dated 
September 5th, 2008 by Minister of  Agricul-
ture and Rural Development). The implica-
tions of  this plan at sub-national level are as 
yet unclear.

MARD and MONRE are the main two 
ministries with structures relating to (or ex-
pected to be related to) climate change adap-
tation and response to extreme climate events 
at provincial, district and commune levels. In 
addition to these structures there are four 
other ministries with major responsibilities:

a)	The Ministry of  Planning and Investment 
(MPI) is the lead agency for programme 
planning and resource (funding) mobilisa-
tion and allocation for climate change pro-
grammes. MPI’s Department of  Science, 
Education and Natural Resources and En-
vironment handles policy formulation and 
fund management on climate change.

b)	The Department of  Public Finance of  the 
Ministry of  Finance (MoF) is in charge of  

policy formulation and management of  
funds and projects on climate change.

c)	The Department of  Student Affairs of  
the Ministry of  Education and Training 
(MoET) is designated to lead the effort 
to integrate climate change education in 
schools. This department cooperates with 
other technical departments of  MoET to 
develop curriculum and conduct training 
for teachers and students.

d)	The Ministry of  Information and Com-
munications (MoIC) is in charge of  pub-
lic awareness raising, communication and 
information dissemination. It plays a rela-
tively technical role in communications. 

The influence of  the longer-term climate 
response structures associated with the NT-
PRCC and NSCC at provincial level varies 
greatly in the two provinces where CCRI re-
search is being undertaken. In Thua Thien 
Hue, the provincial government and its advi-
sors possess impressive analytical capacities. 
There appears to be a political recognition 
that climate change related investments are 
important and likely to materialise, and there-
fore it is worth investing in and debating over 
detailed adaptation plans (mitigation efforts 
receive lesser attention). The Action Plan 
Framework for Adaptation and Mitigation 
of  Climate Change in Thua Thien Hue was 
highly contested and an elaborate plan was 
adopted after considerable debate. 

By contrast, in Quang Binh a much more 
modest Action Plan Framework for Adapta-
tion and Mitigation of  Climate Change was 
quickly produced by the Department of  
Natural Resources and Environment (DON-
RE) in accordance with demands from the 
NTPRCC and NSCC and approved by the 
Provincial People’s Committee. When inter-
viewed, the vice-head of  DONRE did not 
appear to expect that the plan would lead to 
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significant changes in overall development 
trends, but basically hoped it would generate 
access to some funding (presumably interna-
tional) for sea and river dyke construction in 
the future. 

There are expectations that MONRE will 
soon decree that all provinces shall establish 
a Committee for Response to Climate Change 
(CRCC). Given that the structures for climate 
change response are still not firmly in place in 
either province and not at all on sub-provincial 
levels, the discussion below overwhelmingly 
emphasises flood and storm control. Finally, 
it is important to highlight that a significant 
proportion of  the actual activities undertaken 
are the same for both flood and storm control 
and for climate change more generally, above 
all with regard to infrastructure.

3.2.2  Roles in risk reduction 
Large infrastructural investments, such as sea 
and river dykes, are ultimately the responsi-
bility of  national government, either direct-
ly or, primarily in the case of  the NTPRCC 
and NSCC, by mobilising international re-
sources on behalf  of  the provinces. Provin-
cial People’s Committees prioritise potential 
infrastructural investments based on advice 
from (in apparent order of  importance) (1) 
Provincial Departments of  Agriculture and 
Rural Development (DARDs); (2) Provin-
cial DONREs; and (3) the PFSCC. District 
Departments of  Agriculture and Natural 
Resources petition and submit proposals to 
provincial authorities. Commune authorities 
petition both district and provincial authori-
ties with information about their needs.

Box 9.  Infrastructure and “softer” approaches to risk reduction

Vietnamese efforts to protect the population from extreme climate events are dominated by the construc-
tion of sea and river dykes. Due to its Viet Nam’s location and geography, sea dykes are very important for 
Viet Nam to protect resources and the population from hazards, especially flooding. As early as the Ly 
dynasty (1009-1225) sea dykes were built along the banks of the Red river, Ma river and Lam river in the 
north of Viet Nam. Since that time, the construction and repairing of dykes has been a major priority in 
disaster risk reduction efforts of the country. Over the centuries, the building of dyke systems has been so 
central to protecting the population as to come to be associated with the culture and economy of the nation 
(Nguyen Nguyen Hoai 200115). 

The majority of dykes in Viet Nam are made from earth, therefore, dykes are constantly being eroded and 
need to be maintained, repaired and upgraded on a regular basis. Scientists have recommended “softer” 
measures such as planting mangroves to protect sea dykes and for other aspects of environmental protec-
tion. In the early 1980s mangrove planting and rehabilitation projects were begun with the support of dif-
ferent international organisations such as the Red Cross societies of Denmark and Japan. More than 20,000 
hectares of mangroves were planted and rehabilitated in northern provinces of Viet Nam (Trung Hieu and 
Huong Ly, 2010). Efforts for mangrove afforestation, protection, rehabilitation and dyke construction are 
underway in many coastal areas. According to Nguyen Xuan Dieu, director of the National Department 
for Dyke Management and Flood and Storm Prevention, mangrove forests play an important role in pro-
tecting sea dykes. To maintain and develop the mangrove forests, the Department has a strategy stretching 
to 2020. Plans include rehabilitating 324,000 hectares of mangrove forest; protecting and restoring 20,000 
hectares of existing forest; and planting and managing 124,000 hectares of new mangrove forest areas. In 
addition, they the aim is to develop mangrove forest conservation in ways that are congruent with improv-
ing the means of subsistence for local people in the forest areas.
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As the NTPRCC begins to be implemented 
at meso level, it is also reflected in project pri-
oritisation. As described above, provinces are 
drafting Action Plan Frameworks for Adapta-
tion and Mitigation of  Climate Change, which 
delineate the adaptation actions the province 
will take, expressed in a list of  relevant pro-
jects. The Action Plan Framework for Ad-
aptation and Mitigation of  Climate Change 
increases the visibility of  adaptation at the 
provincial level by requiring the considera-
tion of  climate change adaptation scenarios 
and issues, necessitating the specification of  
relevant projects and offering a clear path for 
funding. The degree to which climate change 
adaptation is integrated into wider provincial 
activities and socio-economic development 
goals, however, is up to provinical officials; 
in the case study provinces, interviews indi-
cate that climate change adaptation is not yet 
perceived as a goal in itself  and awareness of  
future scenarios is very limited. 

Advice, information and promotion of  al-
ternative agricultural/aquacultural methods 
to support household efforts to manage risk 
are primarily led by District Departments of  
Agriculture and Extension Offices. They re-
ceive a modest degree of  technical support 
and financial assistance for subsidising new 
technologies from provincial and occasional-
ly national levels. As noted earlier, extension 
advice such as this is starting to be contract-
ed out to other actors. In Thua Thien Hue 
Province, national resources are starting to 
be used to outsource this technical advice 
from university and private service provid-
ers rather than just using provincial technical 
staff. Primarily, however, district government 
extension staff  respond directly to farmers, 
commune-level extension officers (a qua-
si-volunteer position) and producer organ-
isations where the latter exist. Farmers also 
directly access new knowledge about risk re-

duction approaches from wherever they have 
relations, including nearby universities. The 
spread of  information through such relations 
appears to be uneven. 

District agricultural authorities primar-
ily promote risk reduction through two ap-
proaches. First, changes are encouraged in the 
cropping and aquaculture calendar to ensure 
earlier harvest of  rice and aquaculture pro-
duction through shorter-term rice varieties 
(which also have lower productivity), changes 
in timing of  aquaculture production systems 
and advice regarding the trade-offs between 
early harvest of  shellfish at lower prices ver-
sus later harvest with greater profits, but also 
higher risk of  a total loss if  there are floods. 
The second major risk reduction approach, 
noted earlier, is the promotion of  a shift from 
highly productive but highly sensitive mono-
culture aquaculture of  shrimp to polyculture 
systems with different but hardier species. 

In addition to the two major thrusts, there 
are also relatively modest efforts underway 
to preserve and expand mangrove and coast-
al forests to protect sea and river dykes, re-
duce erosion of  beaches and riverbanks and 
preserve natural fish stocks. In the CCRI 
research sites there is a growing awareness 
among local authorities and communities 
of  the importance of  mangroves in reduc-
ing disaster risks, and increasing emphasis is 
placed on planting and protecting mangroves 
and coastal forests. However, due to lack of  
appropriate management mechanisms, man-
grove areas are still limited and generally of  
low density. In Quang Trach and Quang Ninh 
districts, there is a government mangrove 
planting programme being implemented by 
district DARDs. Planting occurs sporadically, 
whenever there is funding available, and the 
survival rate is very low (less than 60 percent) 
because the seedlings are not always of  good 
quality and the responsibility to tend them 
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is unclear. In Phu Vang district, where the 
land area appropriate for mangrove planting 
is limited, coastal pine forests are the focus. 
Large areas of  pine forest have been planted 
to reduce coastal erosion and stabilise sand 
dunes. These forests are protected, with lo-
cal people responsible for planting trees and 
tending the forest. 

3.2.4  Roles in supporting recovery/resilience
Compared with the comprehensive structures 
in place for preparing for and immediate re-
sponse to disasters, there is a notable dearth 
of  institutional responsibilities related to re-

covery and supporting household resilience. 
Primarily, households must mobilise recovery 
investments themselves with whatever re-
sources they have available.

In some areas, households are investing 
in rooftop platforms where they can escape 
floodwaters and save some of  their belong-
ings. Households with sufficient resources 
also invest in raised houses and second stories 
for their homes. There are some limited sub-
sidies available for these investments. In gen-
eral it was reported that people are building 
significantly stronger raised concrete houses 
than in the past. It is impossible to assess how 
much this is due to increased disaster aware-
ness or related to overall increased prosperity.

Technical assistance and production mate-
rials (seeds, livestock and fertilizer) are some-
times distributed to support early recovery. 
Drawing on funds from different sources, 
some credit programmes for those affected 
by disasters exist, often managed by the mass 
organisations, such as the Women’s Union 
(WU), Farmer Association (FA) or informal 
village Rotating Saving Credit Associtations 
(ROSCAs). Credit channels through the mass 
organisations generally provide loans with 
preferential interest rates (equivalent to half  
the interest rate of  commercial banks), but 
these loans are small amounts and of  short 
duration. Application procedures are com-
plicated and time consuming. Morever, these 
institutions give loans only to their members, 
therefore, credit for resilience is not acces-
sible for all households. The Vietnam Bank 
for Social Policies (VBSP) and Vietnam Bank 
for Agriculture and Rural Development 
(VBARD) also have credit programmes to 
help people rebuild houses and re-establish 
their income-generating activities. The banks 
disburse these loans directly via their branch-
es or indirectly through local mass organisa-
tions such as WUs, FAs, Veteran Associations 

Box 10.  Insurance for recovery

Insurance is a form of  financial service to sup-
port recovery that is beginning to be tested in 
Viet Nam. A Pilot Program on Agriculture 
Insurance for the period 2011-2013 was es-
tablished by the Decision 315/QD-TTg dated 
March 1st, 2011. This pilot programme aims at 
supporting farmers to actively recover and com-
pensate for financial losses caused by natural di-
sasters and diseases, contributing to the stability 
of  social security in rural areas and promoting 
agricultural production. The programme has 
been piloted for crops, livestock and aquaculture 
products in 21 selected provinces, not includ-
ing Quang Binh or Thua Thien Hue. The pro-
gramme targets farmers with different subsidies 
for insurance premiums. The State will provide 
(i) 100% of  the insurance premium for poor 
farmers and households; (ii) 80% of  the premi-
um for near-poor farmers and near poor-house-
holds; (iii) 60% of  the premium for non-poor 
farmers and non-poor households; and (iv) 20% 
of  the premium for formal and informal farmer 
organisations. The natural hazards covered by 
insurance include floods, damaging cold, frost 
and epidemics like blue-ear pig disease as well as 
foot and mouth disease.
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(VAs) and Youth’s Unions (YUs). The people 
who get credit from this channel are usually 
organised into joint liability groups, this being 
commonly a condition for obtaining loans 
from the banks. Among the mass organisa-
tions, the WU is the institution that manages 
the largest credit portfolio. 

4.  POLICIES, PLANS AND 
MANDATES AFFECTING 
CLIMATE CHANGE ADAPTATION

4.1  National climate change policies
With regard to emerging policies and pro-
gramming related to climate change adap-
tation, it is too early to fully assess the im-
plications of  these at meso level since, as 
noted above, these are not yet fully in place. 
At national level, climate change adaptation 
is encompassed within the NTPRCC and the 
National Strategy on Climate Change. 

In 2008, the NTPRCC was produced by 
MONRE and issued by the Government in 
Decision No.158/2008/QD-TTg dated De-
cember 2nd, 2008. The NTPRCC generally 
aims to assess climate change impacts on 
sectors and regions in specific periods and 
to develop feasible action plans to effectively 
respond to climate change in the short and 
long term to ensure sustainable development, 
to move towards a low-carbon economy and 
to join the international community’s efforts in 
mitigating climate change and protecting the 
climatic system.
The specific objectives of  the NTPRCC are: 

a)	To identify climate change features in Viet 
Nam due to global climate change; assess 
climate change impacts (including climate 
variability, sea level rise and climatic ex-
tremes) on every sector, area and locality;

b)	To identify measures to respond to climate 
change;

c)	To promote scientific and technological ac-
tivities to establish scientific and practical 
foundations for climate change responding 
measures;

d)	To enhance organisational structure, institu-
tional capacity and the development and im-
plementation of  policies on climate change; 

e)	To enhance public awareness, responsibility 
and participation as well as human resource 
development to respond to climate change;

f)	To expand international cooperation to ob-
tain external supports in response to climate 
change and join the international communi-
ty’s effort to protect the climatic system;

g)	To integrate climate change issues into so-
cio-economic development strategies and 
strategies of  sectoral and local development;

h)	To develop an action plan for all ministries/
sectors and localities to respond to climate 
change; to implement pilot projects to re-
spond to climate change.

The implementation of  the NTPRCC involves 
strengthening the application of  science, tech-
nology and international cooperation. NT-
PRCC guidelines suggest the integration of  
climate change factors into socio-economic 
development to mainstream climate change 
in the socio-economic development stretegies 
and plans within different localities. 

In parallel, the National Strategy on Climate 
Change (NSCC) issued by the Government by 
Decision No.2139/QD-TTg dated Decem-
ber 5th, 2011, aims to develop the capabilities 
of  the whole country to simultaneously carry 
out efforts to adapt to the effects of  climate 
change and mitigate greenhouse gas emissions 
while safeguarding livelihoods. This includes 
strengthening the adaptive capacity, develop-
ing a low-carbon economy, and ensuring se-
curity and national sustainable development in 
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the context of  global climate change. Efforts 
will include raising stakeholders’ awareness, re-
sponsibility and capacity to cope with climate 
change; developing scientific and technological 
potentials and the quality of  human resources; 
improving institutions and policies; and devel-
oping and effectively using financial resources 
to improve the competitiveness of  the econo-
my and position of  Viet Nam. The intention 
is to contribute positively to the international 
community’s response to climate change and 
increase international cooperation activities in 
Viet Nam to effectively cope with the effects 
of  climate change.

Both NTPRCC and NSCC are to be de-
ployed at the same time. This synchonisation 
will help the two policies support and com-
plement each other. Therefore, the results 
of  implementation of  each policy will be a 
basis for implementation of  the other poli-
cy, thus taking effective advantage of  existing 
resources.

Climate change affects each sector and prov-
ince differently; therefore, the intention is to 
delegate responsibilities to implement the NT-
PRCC to the ministries, sectors and provinces. 
Chairs of  Provincial People’s Committees are 
responsible for (i) Developing and implement-
ing the action plans for coping with climate 
change in their provinces and cities; (ii) Organ-
ising implementation of  the related activities 
approved in the NTPRCC; (iii) Ensuring ap-
propriateness and efficiency in using the funds 
allocated from the NTPRCC and anti-corrup-
tion in use of  programme funds; (iv) Mobi-
lising additional resources and combining all 
related activities of  other programmes within 
provinces/cities to achieve the objectives in 
the NTPRCC; (v) Ensuring and following the 
monitoring and evaluation principles defined 
in the NTPRCC; and (vi) Preparing periodical 
reports on the implementation progress of  the 
NTPRCC objectives and tasks at the provin-

cial level. Provincial authorities are perceived 
to have a role in translating district (and some-
times commune) level requests, as well as pro-
posals from sectoral departments and academ-
ic institutions, into project proposals that can 
be presented to international organisations. As 
described below, one of  the main outcomes of  
the NTPRCC and NSCC has thus far been the 
consolidation of  the process of  collecting and 
prioritising requests from different levels into 
provincial Action Plan Frameworks for Adap-
tation and Mitigation of  Climate Change.

Climate change adaptation efforts under-
taken thus far can be categorised as primar-
ily consisting of  large infrastructural invest-
ments (primarily sea and river dykes, as well 
as some irrigation and drainage investments), 
and much smaller pilot efforts, such as the 
VNRC community based disaster reduction 
programming noted above. At province and 
district level there is a recognition that small 
pilot projects, often led by NGOs, have po-
tentially valuable lessons for adaptation and 
disaster risk reduction. But there is also a 
view that these lessons can very rarely be ap-
plied in scaled-up programming due to the 
demands for staff  with different and greater 
skills sets than those present at meso level. 
This includes a recognition that there may 
be a potential for tapping considerably more 
funds if  such projects can be multiplied or 
scaled-up, but a lack of  human resources is 
the main obstacle to accessing greater finan-
cial resources. Interviewees mention the im-
portance of  training in proposal writing (but 
there may be deficiencies in skills related to 
project management as well). 

It should be stressed again, however, that 
climate change programmes and provin-
cial-level plans have yet to have a discern-
able impact on district and commune-level 
planning and programming. Thus far, cli-
mate change adaptation policies from cen-
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Box 11.   Thua Thien Hue Action Plan Framework for Adaptation and Mitigation of 
Climate Change

In analysing the Thua Thien Hue Action Plan Framework for Adaptation and Mitigation of  Climate Change 
it can be observed that the plan is ostensibly based on scenarios for future climate change extrapolated from 
existing trends. Most of  the data upon which these assumptions are based is fairly recent (since the 1970s) 
and as such, of  questionabley validity in drawing such long-term conclusions. The lessons of  extreme events 
are duly noted, while the effects of  smaller disasters are also stressed. Analyses point out how climate change 
is a multiplier of  other risks emanating from, above all, population increase. The loss of  agricultural land 
and areas of  drainage to industry and urban sprawl is highlighted. However, some trends in environmental 
change are attributed to climate factors when other causal factors may be highly significant. For example, 
coastal erosion is attributed to sea level rise and storms, while it almost certainly also (or primarily) stems 
from building of  infrastructure on beaches, quarrying of  sand for construction, etc. 

Although there is recognition of  the potential negative effects of  economic development on vulnerability 
to climate related hazards, this recognition does not mean that overall development goals and targets for the 
province are questioned. Some of  these targets, such as those related to the continued rapid expansion of  
aquaculture, fisheries and industrialisation, are accepted as inevitable. Economic development clearly has pri-
ority over climate change adaptation. At best, climate change efforts are expected to contribute to reducing 
the risks associated with economic development. At worseworst, these risks are ignored in prioritisation of  
climate change investments.

The lists of  projects to be implemented are in many respects the most substantial aspect of  the plan, since 
it is the expression of  where efforts will be directed. There are two lists, the first of  which has 65 projects 
totalling VND 4,562 billion. A second, and presumably more important, list of  “priority” projects consists 
of  12 projects with a total budget of  VND 1,611 billion. A set of  criteria are presented for these latter “pri-
ority” projects which can be assumed to be the most valid expression in the rather long document of  what 
is expected to be the focus of  climate change efforts in the future. The following observations can be made 
regarding these criteria:

a)	 The Plan is entirely focused on adaptation, without mention of  mitigation.
b)	 The first priority is to protect agriculture and farmers. 
c)	 The second priority is to protect livelihoods and also lives during disasters.
d)	 The third priority is poverty reduction.
e)	 Taken together, these priorities can be interpreted as representing a focus on “climate proofing” of  the 

existing overall development plan for the province.
f)	 One of  the other criteria is “urgency”. This and the other points suggest that the focus is strongly on the 

current effects of  environmental change, rather than future scenarios.
g)	 Passing mention is made of  health, biodiversity and other issues in a list of  other priority sectors and 

“zones”, but these priorities are not mentioned in the list of  projects to be implemented, with the pos-
sible exception of  potential positive externalities related to biodiversity in conjunction with mangrove 
planting. 

With respect to the actual projects proposed, over 90% of  the funds are to be allocated under the heading 
“Projects to build, apply and deploy applications of  science and technology in order to reduce disaster risk 
and climate change”. Of  this, aAll but one of  the projects is are focused on infrastructure. The remaining 
project is for procurement of  equipment for disaster response. The priorities emphasise the need to coordi-
nate efforts horizontally among different public agencies at provincial level. It is effectively recognised that 
climate investments are unlikely to be driven by climate change concerns alone, but will be dependent on a 
convergence of  goals and efforts among other sectors at provincial level. Little attention is paid to vertical 
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coordination with district and commune authorities. This seems to reflect the infrastructural bias of the 
plans, where procurement of contractors will inevitably require an administrative structure to manage large 
projects. There may also be economies of scale in coordinating these investments. 

It should also be noted that some of the activities, such as public awareness, planting mangroves, promot-
ing forestry and establishing multipurpose buildings for evacuation and other uses at commune level are 
likely to impinge on what would normally be the responsibility of district and communal authorities. 

These findings suggest that district and commune authorities are unlikely to have direct ownership of 
these projects, even if the projects would have significant impact on the economic development of their 
communities. Some of the non-infrastructural projects in particular will not be viable without engagement 
from district and communal authorities. There is no strategy in the AP action plan for mobilising such 
engagement. It should be recognised that mobilising and channelling of investments is are always seen as a 
responsibility of the provinces, in coordination with national authorities that may be directing the interna-
tional investments upon which the implementation of the Plan will eventually depend.

tral levels are largely perceived to be a po-
tential (but as yet unrealised) window for 
accessing funds for investments in sea and 
river dykes. This does not mean that district 
authorities are not involved in other meas-
ures to deal with climate hazards (as noted 
above regarding changes in varieties and 
production methods and enhanced disaster 
risk management measures), but rather that 
these efforts are largely perceived as part of  
the normal responsibilities of  agricultur-
al and flood and storm control authorities. 
They are not seen to be directly related to 
climate change policies. 

4.2  Policies related to 
decentralisation and public 
administration reform
Climate change policies and directives are 
perceived and implemented by local gov-
ernment within broader structures that de-
termine their roles and responsibilities. This 
includes policies for decentralisation and 
public administration reform (PAR) and 
policies related to food security, land alloca-
tion and rural development. In interviews at 

provincial and district levels there are clear 
indications that local authorities are strug-
gling to understand how they can respond to 
new climate demands within broader efforts 
to achieve economic development targets. 
They also stress, and indeed are proud of, 
their efforts to take strong steps to respond 
to the needs of  their constituents. Extreme 
climate events and threats to livelihoods in 
the form of  climate-related tipping points 
are areas where they see a particularly press-
ing need to find ways to address these needs 
within their formal range of  responsibilities 
and with the financial and human resources 
at their disposal. Therefore it is important to 
consider the policies that have indirect but 
profound influence on meso-level decision 
making. These policies create incentives for 
giving priority to certain realms of  adapta-
tion, just as they may block other potential 
types of  response. 

The policy reforms that began in the 1980s 
with an emphasis on the economy have grad-
ually also come to encompass reform of  polit-
ical and governance structures. PAR has been 
a core component of  reforms since 1995 and 
was reinforced in 2001 with the promulgation 



DIIS WORKING PAPER 2013:14

31

and subsequent implementation of  the PAR 
Master Program (PAR MP) 2001-2010. The 
PAR MP was approved by the Prime Minis-
ter’s Decision 136/2001/QD-TTg, Septem-
ber 17th, 2001, and focused on four strate-
gic areas: institutional reform, organisational 
restructuring, civil service reform and public 
finance management.
These PAR efforts reflect historical con-

cerns and relations between national and local 
authoritiesCCRI Vietnam Institutional Map-
ping . The reforms over the past decade have 
increasingly transferred responsibilities for 
tasks and services which do not need to be 
undertaken by state administrative agencies 
directly to mass organisations, NGOs and 
enterprises (Resolution No. 08/2004/NQ-
CP). The Resolution of  the Fifth Plenum of  
the Central Committee also emphasised the 
reform of  the commune administration by 
clarifying functions including the budgetary 
process, land administration, household reg-
istration, management of  investment projects 
and tax collection. Over the past two decades, 
a series of  decrees have been issued that adjust 
and clarify the position of  the commune-level 
administration. Government Decree No.93/
ND-CP includes measures related to decen-
tralisation in the areas of  zonal planning and 
socio-economic development planning, land 
and housing management. These decrees ex-
emplify how Viet Nam has gone through a 
long and complex process whereby the state 
has attempted to both empower meso-level 
institutions while retaining a firm central grip 
on overall policy, which coincided (but was 
not necessarily aligned) with the rolling out 
of  the flood and storm control guidelines and 
policies described above.
Public financial reform has also been 

an important aspect of  decentralisation as 
provinces, districts and communes are being 
given more discretion to make decisions on 

budgetary allocations. MPI has also delegated 
decision making on basic infrastructure in-
vestments to the provincial level. Within the 
local government structure, the Chair of  the 
Provincial People’s Committee gives the Dis-
trict-level People’s Committee the authority 
to allocate funds and determine investment 
projects within local budgets if  expenditure 
is less than five billion VND, and the Com-
mune-level People’s Committee is given the 
authority to determine investment projects 
with a value of  less than three billion VND 
(Decree No. 16/2005/ND-CP dated Febru-
ary 7th, 2005). 

4.3  Policies for agriculture and rural 
development
Agricultural and rural development policies 
have, over the past 25 years, gradually shift-
ed from a narrow focus on maximising rice 
yields to an increasing focus on reducing risk 
(through optimised production methods) and 
increased profitability for farmers. The extent 
to which awareness and measures to address 
risk supersede this former focus on maxim-
ising production has a major bearing on the 
extent to which climate change adaptation is 
likely to become a core aspect of  rural de-
velopment. In the past, government direc-
tives and incentives in agriculture and rural 
development were largely designed to meet 
ambitious production targets “at all costs”. 
There is an emerging recognition that there 
are trade-offs between such targets and meas-
ures to help farmers optimise production and 
livelihood strategies by taking into consider-
ation the likelihood of, e.g., unseasonal and 
unexpected rainfall or dry spells. 

Regarding the different goals of  maxim-
ising production versus reducing risk, the 
Social and Economic Development Plan 
(SEPD) of  Thua Thien Hue Province 2011 
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(No.125/BC-UBND dated December 6th, 
2010) is a clear example of  the different 
goals of  maximising production versus man-
aging risk. The SEPD highlighted that “…
in 2011 one of  the investment foci of  the 
province will be to increase crop productivi-
ty, restructuring of  crop and animal produc-
tion patterns, promoting application of  ad-
vance production techniques, special focus 
on new technologies such as tissue culture, 
crossbreeds…”. However, many agricultural 
officers interviewed expressed concerns that 
the new, advanced techniques may increase 
risks for production because they have less 
tolerance for climatic extremes than the lo-
cal varieties, especially in animal production. 
For example, they noted that crossbreed cat-
tle and Yorkshire pigs are less tolerant of  the 
climate condition variations than landraces 
such as Vietnamese yellow cattle or Mong 
cai pigs. As noted above, farmers and local 
officials in some of  the study sites are also 
looking for ways to move away from mon-
oculture aquacultural production methods 
that maximise output to instead use polycul-
ture to reduce risks. 

The extent to which meso-level actors are 
able to interpret policies in such a way as to 

temper the past maximisation bias is impor-
tant. As such, there are apparent synergies 
between decentralisation and “climatising” 
other policies for increasing agricultural prof-
itability. In interviews, district-level author-
ities are forthright in stating that they have 
the central role in ensuring that policies are 
implemented in ways that reflect the risks 
facing the farmers that they serve. This role, 
however, is sometimes complicated by the ac-
tivities of  private companies concerned with 
short-term profits, which increasingly shape 
the landscape of  risk experienced by local 
farmers.

This suggests that agricultural extension 
(at district level in particular) is a major ac-
tor in mitigating flood risk and addressing 
emerging “tipping points”. Therefore, policy 
reforms related to extension have major im-
plications for how these services respond to 
climate change. Trends toward empowerment 
of  district authorities can be traced back to 
an overall process of  creating and reforming 
extension services that began in 1993 when 
a decision was made to reconstruct a major 
part of  provincial and district agricultural bu-
reaucracies from being institutions mandated 
to instruct farmers what they should plant, to 

Box 12.  Goal conflicts: Risk reduction versus maximising production

The ways that goals may conflict can be seen in the case of  a discussion between the Quang Binh Pro-
vincial DARD and representatives of  district people’s committees and district agricultural departments 
to discuss an emerging practice where farmers leave self-germinating rice in the fields after harvesting 
as a low investment (and therefore low risk) way of  obtaining a small second crop instead of  two main 
rice crops a year. The province had urged conventional replanting to maximise production, whereas the 
districts pointed out that the low-risk methods were preferable due to the uncertainties about whether 
weather conditions would allow a second crop. They also noted that these methods are more profitable for 
farmers, even if  the total average rice prodution in the province would be likely to be lower. The district 
level officials prevailed and the province accepted these arguments. This is a notable change from past 
roles, where it was highly unlikely that district officials would question production targets set at higher 
levels of  government.
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instead advise them on a range of  agricultural 
issues. 

Another aspect of  how past policies are 
being modified to reflect the need to spread 
risk is in the shift that has occurred from 
agricultural policies to an awareness of  the 
importance of  more multifunctional per-
spectives on rural development, and with 
that support to livelihood diversification. In 
light of  climate uncertainty and variability, as 
well as demographic change, it has been rec-
ognised that farming alone is not a sufficient 
or stable enough basis for rural livelihoods, 
especially among the poor. Over the past 25 
years, Viet Nam has achieved significant suc-
cesses forming a stable base for development 
of  the country through rural development, 
including ensuring enhanced food security, 
reducing malnutrition and poverty rates, and 
remarkably improving rural living conditions 
and infrastructure. Nevertheless, recently the 
growth of  agricultural production has slowed. 
Agricultural land is being commoditised, and 
labour and input costs are increasing, lead-
ing to a steady rise in agricultural production 
costs. A shift is underway in Viet Nam’s stra-
tegic orientation for rural development to 
reflect accelerating industrialisation, urban-
isation and globalisation. New strategies for 
rural development emphasise diversification 
of  livelihoods and adjustment of  the rural 
economic structure towards non-agriculture 
activities and a close linkage between agri-
culture and the urban economy, industry and 
services. 

A major part of  the new strategic orien-
tation towards rural development has been a 
focus on strengthening rural organisations, 
including the creation of  legal frameworks 
to support the establishment, empowerment 
and capacity development of  groups of  farm-
ers and rural people. The intention is that 
these organisations will be involved in vertical 

Box 13.  Shrinking areas for 
agricultural production

According to the MARD (2009) between 
2003 and 2008 land transformation affected 
the lives of 2.5 million people throughout 
the country. During the period 2000-2008 
approximately 70,000 thousand hectares ag-
ricultural land were lost per year, resulting 
on the disappearance more than 100,000 
thousand jobs in agriculture. Urbanisa-
tion and industrialisation in Viet Nam are 
mostly concentrated in the most fertile land 
(Hoang Thi Van Anh 2009). For example, 
in the lowland rice producing Van Lam dis-
trict of Hung Yen province a total of 928.52 
hectares of land were converted, displac-
ing 14,260 farm households, with losses of 
736.50 hectares of rice paddy (Nguyen Thi 
Hong Hanh et al. 2013). Also during the 
period 2000-2010, more than 20,000 thou-
sand households in Da Nang lost their agri-
cultural land, which consisted of over 1,900 
hectares (Centre for Nature and People 
Reconciliation, 2008) for the enlargement 
of the city and for the development of an 
industrial zone. These processes are set to 
continue, as large areas on the outskirts of 
many urban centres today are criss-crossed 
with new four lane thoroughfares, with new 
residences and factories gradually displac-
ing the rice paddies that remain in these 
suburban grids. 

Partially as a response to the displacement 
caused by urbanisation and industrialisa-
tion, but also due to increasing pressures on 
land in general, there have been a series of 
reforms to land laws. The classification and 
zoning of land is a highly contentious issue 
as it is in many respects where objectives 
related to food security, expansion of plan-
tation farming (especially perennial crops 
such as rubber), industrialisation and envi-
ronmental conservation converge and often 
come into conflict. The outcomes of these 
goal conflicts will have major implications 
for food security in the future.
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market linkages (e.g., commodity associations 
linking production and processing enterpris-
es), in horizontal linkages (e.g., cooperatives, 
business associations, farmer associations), in 
community linkages (e.g., rural development 
boards, resource management boards). The 
contours of  these new organisations are still 
not clear, but given that the state itself  is gen-
erally moving towards greater delegation of  
responsibilities to non-state actors, these new 
organisations may play a significant role in fu-
ture climate adaptation efforts.

Increasing off-farm livelihoods has been 
another focus, with attention being given 
to attracting investment to craft-producing 
households and enterprises, thereby creat-
ing favourable conditions for entrepreneurial 
linkages between the rural and urban economy 
(e.g., satellite processing networks, strength-
ening marketing and distribution channels, 
creating zones for processing industries) to 
create jobs and raise income for rural people. 
This diversification process has wide impli-

cations for land use planning and other areas 
with major implications for if  and how new 
economic investments are “climate proofed”. 
This includes defining areas for economic-en-
vironment balance such as minimum areas for 
rice production, forestry coverage and desig-
nation of  new areas for industry and urban 
residential expansion. Response to climate-re-
lated risks will be dependent on these zonal 
and sectoral decisions. In addition to the ef-
fects on livelihoods, these radical changes in 
land use are impacting on flood runoff  and 
drainage, maintenance of  biodiversity and 
other factors impinging on climate change 
adaptation.

It is important to stress that overall rural 
development policy accepts and even calls for 
a massive demographic shift in the coming 
years from agriculture to services and indus-
try, and with that probable urbanisation. This 

policy has significant implications for the 
changing landscape of  risk in the future.

5.  CONCLUSIONS

This working paper has highlighted a funda-
mental contrast between structures related 
to the current concrete manifestations of  
climate change, primarily flood and storm 
control, and the future scenarios of  climate 
change. 
Particularly with regard to flood and storm 

control, there are explicit policies, regulations, 
roles and task assignments in place at all lev-
els. Public sector actors are thus held account-
able for preparing for and responding to po-
tential disasters. The prevailing social contract 
means that the government of  Viet Nam 
would not consider delaying any response to 
a disaster or delaying creation of  appropriate 
institutional structures while waiting for out-
side assistance. 

It could be assumed that this readiness is 
due to the nature of  disaster response, de-
manding clear-cut chains of  command and 
predetermined allocation of  roles and re-
sponsibilities. This may indeed be a factor, 
but this does not appear to be the only basis 
for accountability. Even with respect to more 
gradual environmental change, the roles of  
agricultural authorities in advising farmers 
how to adapt to the risks that they currently 
face are not in question. These types of  re-
sponses reflect a trend over the past 20 years 
moving away from central planning and to-
wards demand-driven (accountable) agricul-
tural services. District-level extension agents 
interviewed were very clear about how their 
role was to help their clients manage current 
manifestations of  climatic risk. This is in stark 
contrast to the past focus on achievement 
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of  production targets. With decentralisation 
and the dismantling of  the former narrow 
emphasis on maximising production, a new 
social contract is emerging at meso level in 
relation to adaptation.

By contrast, longer-term climate change 
response is not (yet) locked into clear struc-
tures of  accountability. The emphasis is on 
developing scenarios and the design and pri-
oritisation of  responses. It is widely assumed 
that the majority of  resources for these in-
vestments will come from international rather 
than domestic resources. The social contract 
regarding longer-term adaptation is much 
weaker than that for addressing known, cur-
rent risks. The roles of  different institutions 
are also not equally clear as with flood and 
storm control. There are initial indications 
that longer-term climate adaptation is reliant 
on “coalitions of  the willing”, which in turn 
consist of  those who recognise these long-
term trends and who also perhaps are aware 
of  the likelihood of  significant international 
investment in these activities in the near fu-
ture.

The relative balance of  these two types of  
institutional response structures is also relat-
ed to the capacities at provincial level. In a 
small province such as Quang Binh, where 
contact with international agencies and na-
tional research institutions is limited, the ab-
stract nature of  climate change adaptation 
has meant that the topic has not yet gained 
significant prominence. This is not to say that 
capacities are weak in general, but rather that 
these new issues have not stimulated a “coa-
lition of  the willing” that can drive a major 
institutional rethink and break path depend-
encies. In Thua Thien Hue, there are a large 
number of  provincial officials, academics and 
others with extensive experience with inter-
national cooperation who together have the 
capacities to start such a process of  change.

Nonetheless, even in Thua Thien Hue this 
process is only starting to reach the districts 
and communes. Even here, climate change 
adaptation remains largely focused on the 
provincial planning level as the districts and 
communes focus much more on flood and 
storm control and responding to the current 
hazards facing farmers by adapting agricul-
tural systems. They are not held accountable 
for broader climate change adaptation, partly 
because significant funding has not begun to 
trickle down to the meso level. 

In describing how best to understand de-
centralisation in Viet Nam, Painter (2008:81) 
states that “policies are likely to be as much 
post hoc as ex ante, signalling the state of  play in 
the political process of  centre-periphery con-
flict” . Particularly when analysing the emer-
gent climate change agenda, is it important 
to recognise that these policy formation pro-
cesses are only just starting. It is too early to 
draw conclusions regarding how the climate 
adaptation policies of  MONRE and the dis-
aster risk management policies of  MARD will 
come together in the decisions being made at 
provincial and district levels. The dominant 
role of  international aid could seem to indi-
cate a centrally led response, but the emerg-
ing sub-national social contract might also 
suggest that meso-level relations between 
government, aid and non-state actors will 
shape these initiatives to a large extent. The 
ambitious, but somewhat amorphous goals 
of  the NTPCC and NSCC can be interpreted 
as an indication of  a desire by central govern-
ment to lead these processes, combined with 
a recognition that local actors will implement 
these policies in different ways. 

Vietnamese history indicates that general-
isations would be inappropriate. Even in the 
limited geographical area covered by CCRI 
research, there are great variations between 
the two provinces and among the different 
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districts. Rather than trying to arrive at gen-
eral conclusions, it will be more important 
to seek to understand the processes of  how 
public and private sector actors themselves 
are determining how to respond to public 
demands to deal with the current/acute and 
future impacts of  climate change. The history 
of  Viet Nam creates pressures to preserve the 
social contract, while the “power scattering” 
that has resulted from economic and political 
reforms (Painter 2008) is likely to provide in-
sight into the bricolage of  meso-level change. 
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