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ABSTRACT

In recent years, in order to respond to the need for agricultural intensification
and diversification, the Vietnamese local government has installed a series of dike
systems around many floodplain areas of the Mekong Delta in Vietnam in order to
regulate and restrict the floodwaters flowing from the Mekong river system. The
authorities’ development plan assumes that people in the new flood-protected areas
will be able to intensify and diversify their production of rice and other cash-crops,
and thereby improve their livelihood. However, innovations in artificial hydraulic
management and changes in agricultural production have not only had a significant
impact on the delta’s environment and ecology, but have also triggered a process of
social differentiation, leading to the appearance of social groups who must struggle
for access to the resources required for their survival.

My research was carried out in My An, a farming village in the Mekong Delta.
The aims of this study are: (1) to reveal how the government’s agricultural
development policies have affected rural transformation in the Mekong Delta in
general, and in My An village in particular, (2) to explore how the dike construction

has led to social differentiation among social groups of households within the village,



Vi

(3) to identify the ways in which each different household group has diversified its
livelihood strategy to survive, and (4) to analyze the everyday practices of local
people to deal with the negative impacts of the dike system.

The study finds that although the development of agricultural intensification has
been widespread in My An village since the dike construction, however, it benefits
have been unequally distributed. While innovation has been relatively neutral in terms
of scale, its impacts have not: the changes in agricultural technologies being used, the
access to financial credits, the development of new technology services, and the
investment opportunities created in agricultural intensification, have favored those
farm operators better endowed with land and other means of production. Poor farmers
and landless households have found themselves on the losing side of the trade-off
process, and have thereby been excluded from the benefits of the development.

The study also explores the diverse and dynamic ways in which people have
dealt with the changes, by examining their survival and livelihood strategies. In this
study, | argue that the livelihoods of local people constitute dynamic, complex and
diverse paths, responsive to the changing economic, political and environmental
conditions since the dike construction. Households and individuals have varied in
their emphasis and choices of strategies according to their own capacities within the
wider socio-political and economic context, and in their internal structure in terms of
size, composition and capital.

Even though the existence of natural water-related hazards since the dike
construction has been reduced, the flood control efforts have resulted in new man-
made risks that this research attempts to highlight. The problems and risks caused by
the dike construction are derived essentially from an underestimation of the
complexity and integrated nature of both the local ecology and livelihoods in the
Mekong Delta. This research highlights the need to recognize rural areas as
geographical places where the interaction between natural and social relations differs
among and between households and individuals. My study also calls for the local
government to reassess the long-term effectiveness of its dike construction program

from a multi-sectoral perspective before it is replicated throughout the Mekong Delta.
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