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8.1 introduction

Before the global food crisis, over 800 million people had daily food shortages throughout 
the world (World Food Summit, 1996). Until now in Vietnam, together with the food price, 
which increased twofold in 2008 compared with previous years, food security is problematic, 
especially for the ethnic minority uplanders. Although Vietnam, as a multiethnic country 
with 50 of the country’s total of 53 ethnic minority groups living in the upland, it is the second 
largest rice exporter in the world. However, food shortages are relatively widespread in eth-
nic minority groups (MARD, 2001; Tinh, 2002a; Bui, 2003). In the northern mountainous re-
gions, some Hmong households had food shortages between 5 and 6 months per year (Tinh, 
2002b). Though Vietnam has achievements in the implementation of governmental policies 
to assist ethnic minorities, ethnic groups in the country’s uplands still face many difficulties 
and challenges with food security. The purpose of this chapter is to identify the factors that 
caused the food shortages of ethnic minority groups in Vietnam’s uplands and present the 
coping mechanisms they have used to deal with food shortages.

8.2 Food Security Around tHe World

8.2.1 definition of Food Security

Food security is defined in many different ways. In 1986, the World Bank defined food 
security as “access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life,” while 
in 1992, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the World 
Health Organization (WHO) defined food security as “the access of all people to the food 
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needed for a healthy life at all times” (cited in Von Braun, 1999, p. 41). According to the Action 
Plan of the World Food Summit held in Rome in November 1996: “food security exists when 
all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious 
food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.”

The antonym of food security is food insecurity. There are two main types of food inse-
curity: chronic and transitory. Chronic food insecurity is a long-term problem caused at the 
household level by lack of income or assets to produce or buy adequate food for the house-
hold, while transitory food insecurity is a short-term food security problem caused by a shock 
to the food production or economic system, where income or resources necessary to adjust to 
the shock are not available (Gladwin et al., 2001; Von Braun, 1999).

8.2.2 Approaches to Food Security

The definition of “food security” can be used at different levels: household, regional, na-
tional, and global. At the household level, food security is understood as “…sustainable abil-
ity to supply nutritious food to all individuals of the household, regardless of female or male, 
adults or little ones, health or ill-health” (cited in Action Aid, 2000, pp. 21–22); at the regional 
level, it means the ability to obtain sufficient food to meet the needs of all households in the 
region; at the national level, it refers as the ability of a country to obtain sufficient food to 
meet the needs of all of the households in the country; and at the global level, it implies a 
worldwide ability to obtain sufficient food to meet the needs of all households throughout 
the world (Action Aid, 2000).

Over the last four decades, the awareness of food security has shifted through three para-
digms: (1) from the international and national levels to the household and individual levels; 
(2) from a focus on food to a focus on livelihood, or from food security to sustainable live-
lihood; and (3) from outsiders’ indicators to insiders’ conceptions (Maxwell, 1996). Lofgren 
and Richards (2003) focus on two levels of food security: macro and micro. At the macro 
level, if food production in the region as a whole falls far short of food requirements, then it 
is necessary for most countries to turn to imports for a large share of domestic food consump-
tion, while at the micro level, food security depends on the ability of individual households 
to meet their food requirements (Lofgren and Richards (2003)). In addition to national and 
household levels, Von Braun (1999) argues that food security should study at three different 
levels: national, household, and socioeconomic and demographic. At the national level, food 
security can, to some extent, be monitored in terms of supply and demand indicators; that is, 
the quantities of available food versus needs. At the household level, it may be measured by 
direct surveys of dietary intake in comparison with appropriate nutritional norms. However, 
this measurement method is costly due to the time required for data collection and process-
ing. At the socioeconomic and demographic level, food security can be properly analyzed by 
using proxy variables such as real wage rates, employment, price ratios, and migration.

During the period between the 1960s and 1970s, food security mainly focused on the inter-
national and national levels. The focus has recently shifted to the household and individual 
levels (Rigg, 2001), as there is a paradox that some countries, Brazil for example, export a great 
amount of food; however, this country still has many people suffering from food shortages 
(Hollist et al., 1987). In many cases, a country has sufficient food to meet its demand, but the 
food distribution is unequal and irregular, then it leads to a situation in which one person has 
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a surplus of food, while another lacks food. This phenomenon may also occur at the house-
hold level, meaning that if there is sufficient food for all household members, but the food 
distribution is irregular, some members of the household will be food insecure. Therefore, to 
ensure food security at the household level, both obtaining sufficient food for the family and 
equal distribution of food among family members should be taken into account.

8.2.3 Poverty reduction and Food Security in Vietnam

In Vietnam, the concept of food security and its indicators are closely related to the concept 
and indicators of poverty. There are two different poverty lines: one was set by the National 
Program on Hunger eradication and Poverty Reduction, and the other was based on the re-
sults of the Vietnam Household Living Standard Surveys in 1999. The poverty indicator for 
households set by the National Program in the period of 1996–2000 was a household whose 
average income per capita was less than 13 kg of rice per month. For mountainous areas 
and islands, this indicator was less than 15 kg (equal to US$3). During the period 2000–5, 
the poverty indicator was 80,000 VND (US$4.40) for mountainous areas and islands; and 
100,000 VND (US$5.50) for rural areas in the plains. From the year 2005 onward, the indicator 
was 200,000 VND (US$11) and 260,000 VND (US$14.40) for mountainous areas and islands 
and rural areas in the plains, respectively. In addition, the Vietnam General Statistics Office’s 
definition of “poverty” was households having an income lower than the minimum income 
needed to cover essential needs of food, clothing, housing, health care, and education. This 
income bracket is defined as “hunger” (or food shortage) to differentiate between the “poor” 
and “very poor” populations.

Regarding policies and poverty reduction strategies in Vietnam, two important pro-
grams were launched recently emphasizing poor communes. The first one was the National 
Program on Hunger eradication and Poverty Reduction. This program was implemented 
in the period of 1998–2000. The second one was the socioeconomic development program, 
also known as Program 135. This program has been implemented since 1999, targeting 2374 
of the most difficult communes in the country with a special focus on mountainous and 
remote communes. The program emphasized building infrastructure such as electricity, 
schools, clinics, and irrigation systems. The program also supports forestry and agricultural 
extension activities, and capacity building for the local people. To integrally resolve all mat-
ters concerning sustainable development and poverty reduction, the government has also 
 created guidelines to integrate the poverty reduction goals with other socioeconomic devel-
opment programs, including the 10-year strategy on socioeconomic development (2000–10), 
the strategy on economic growth and poverty reduction, and the 5-year socioeconomic de-
velopment plan.

According to international poverty standards, the rate of poor households in Vietnam has 
dramatically decreased from 51.8% in 1993 to 24.1% in 2004. Therefore, the number of poor 
households in the country has been reduced by nearly 60% (Table 8.1).

The poverty level in Vietnam differs with respect to each region and ethnicity. The rate of 
poor households decreased most dramatically in the northeast region, from 86.1% in 1993 
to 31.7% in 2004, and decreased most slowly in the northwest region, from 86.1% in 1993 to 
54.4% in 2004 (Statistical Publishing House, 2005). Most of the poor live in the countryside 
and mountainous areas (FAO, 2005) where the poverty rate is still quite high.
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8.3 MetHodology

This study applied the sustainable livelihood approach (SLA), which presents the main 
factors that affect people’s livelihoods, and typical relationships between these (DFID, 1999). 
At the household level, the study looks into five types of household assets (or capitals) where 
food shortage, directly and indirectly, affect household assets and vice versa. The details of 
these assets and their measurement indicators are discussed below.

• Natural capital: The natural capital asset includes land and forest resources that are 
used by a household and how these resources are connected to their food status. In the 
case of food shortages, householders have to sell or lease a portion or all of their land. 
Householders may have to change the way they use their land or change the type of 
cultivation to reduce investment in their agricultural production. They may have to go 
to the forest and exploit timber and nontimber products to replace the family’s food 
supply. Some householders even have to eat food collected from nature. Changes in 
capital use may lead to other impacts on their household living standard. Selling land 
means they do not have land to cultivate in the future. It will seriously endanger their 
ability to earn a living.

• Social capital: This capital source comes from relationships within the family and among 
other relatives, neighbors, friends, colleagues, and others, and determines how these 
relationships contribute to a guaranteed food supply in the household. When a family is 
short of food, they may need help from one of these relationships. Help can mean direct 
food assistance or cash. With support from relatives and acquaintances, a household can 
move to a new location or another city to earn a living. This may bring about unexpected 
results, such as a household being unable to pay debts, or being placed into a worse 
living situation.

• Human capital: Human capital is assessed according to the following factors: professional 
skills, employment ability, education, and health conditions in connection with a 
household’s food sources. In the case of food shortages, household members have to 
use their knowledge to earn a living by doing different jobs such as woodworking, 
embroidery, knitting, and so on. A household may have to work for others in their 
community or in other places. Some households have to cut down on the number of 

tABle 8.1 Rate of poverty in vietnam 1993–2004 (in percentage)

 1993 1998 2002 2004

Poverty rate 58.1 37.4 28.9 24.1

City 25.1 9.2 6.6 10.8

Countryside 66.4 45.5 35.6 27.5

Food poverty 24.9 13.3 9.9 7.8

City 7.9 4.6 3.9 3.5

Countryside 29.1 15.9 11.9 8.9

Source: From General Statistics Office, 2005. Household Living Standard Survey in 1998, 2002 and 2004 (www.gso.org.vn).
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meals in a day or reduce the nutritional value of each meal. This action may bring 
about serious side-effects. Work performance of each household member is weakened 
by overwork. They may also be contaminated by social evils in their working 
environments. The reduction in the number of meals in a day and in the nutritional 
value in each meal may lead to a degradation of the family’s labor force and the 
shortage of Vitamin A, iodine, and iron among household members. This deficiency may 
cause serious developmental problems in young children, such as low weight, Down 
syndrome, handicaps, or other developmental problems. Malnutrition may also cause 
unpredictable diseases.

• Financial capital: Financial capital concerns the spending and income of a household in 
relation to its food sources. When people lack food, they may have to find a substitute 
income source. They must accept any job, despite potential health risks. They have to cut 
back on spending and this affects some aspects of their lives. For example, owing to a 
modest income, they may tighten investment in their children’s study, or even ask their 
children to give up their studies. When a family member is sick, they cannot afford the 
medical fees.

• Physical capital: Physical capital refers to different kinds of valuable assets such as a 
house, furniture, means of transportation, and so on. In the case that the household 
lacks food, they must mortgage their house, production tools, or furniture to get more 
money. This action will bring about negative effects. The household will have a less 
suitable residential location. Lack of production means will reduce the household’s 
capability for work.

Several methods were employed for field data collection. First, focus group discussions 
were arranged with the rich and poor groups in the study sites. Second, in-depth interviews 
were conducted with local government officials and knowledgeable villagers. This step also 
involved transect walks throughout the study areas in different directions. Finally, a struc-
tured questionnaire was used to conduct a survey of 98 households in two villages (34 house-
holds in Pieng Pho and 64 in Binh Son 1). The secondary data was also obtained during field 
data collection, including reports, statistical figures, and national surveys.

8.4 oVerVieW oF tHe Study AreA

This 3-year study (2005–8) was conducted in two upland villages of Ky Son District, 
Nghe An Province; namely, Pieng Pho (Pha Danh Commune) and Binh Son 1 (Ta Ca 
Commune). Pieng Pho Village is located in the south of Pha Danh Commune, it is 15 km 
away from the center of the commune, and 2 km from the center of the district. The village 
had 34 Thai households with 187 members. The main local livelihood includes wet-rice, 
swidden, livestock, and forest. The local people also earn extra income from off-farm ac-
tivities including stonecutters, woodworkers, and handicraft weaving. Binh Son 1 (village) 
is located nearby National Highway No. 7B, 2 km away from the center of Ky Son District. 
There were 64 Kho Mu households, with 412 members in the village. The main locals’ 
livelihoods include cultivating swidden rice, maize, and cassava, and exploiting the natu-
ral resources: wet-rice, swidden, and forest. The local people also earn extra income from 
off-farm activities.
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8.5 FindingS And diScuSSion

8.5.1 Food Poverty and Shortage in Pieng Pho and Binh Son 1

In the study villages, poor and food-poor (hungry) households constitute a major part of 
the population (54.54%), of which 13.13% are food-poor and 41.41% are poor (see Fig. 8.1). 
These rates vary significantly across the sites. In Pieng Pho Village, 6% of the local house-
holds are food-poor and 26% are poor, while in Binh Son 1, these figures are 17% and 50%, 
respectively.

Table 8.2 presents income and expenditures by group in the study sites. Generally, the in-
come per head in Pieng Pho Village was higher than that of Binh Son 1. The income per capita 
within the poor household group in Pieng Pho was about 294%, above the current poverty 
line, which was set at US$6.80/per capita/month for the countryside, and was 278% of the 
income per capita of the group of wealthy households in Binh Son 1 Village.

In Binh Son 1, poor households have an average income that is approximately equal to 60% 
of the current food poverty line. Both the poor and wealthy groups have average incomes 
that are slightly higher than the food poverty line (15.3% higher for the wealthy group and 
29.8% higher for the poor group, respectively). In Binh Son 1, the poor household group spent 
nearly double the amount of the poor group in Pieng Pho. However, the spending of those in 

Food poor
13.13%

Better-off
4.4%

Medium
40.41%

Poor
41.42%

Fig. 8.1 Classification of household economy.

tABle 8.2 income and expenditures by group in the study villages (Unit: Us$/person/month)

Socioeconomic Groups

Pieng Pho BinhSơn 1 Average

Income Expenditure Income Expenditure Income Expenditure

Better-off 37.8 17.5 7.9 4.7 15.4 7.9

Medium 21.5 14.7 10.2 9.0 15.5 11.7

Poor 16.3 12.1 8.9 5.5 10.2 6.6

Food-poor 15.0 9.2 4.2 4.7 5.1 5.1

Average 20.7 14.0 8.3 6.3 11.9 8.6
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the poor group in Binh Son 1 was about 61.5% of their average income, while in Pieng Pho the 
monthly spending of those in the poor group was 111.8% of their average monthly income.

In the food-poor households, the main proportion of their expenditures was dedicated to 
food. In Pieng Pho Village, this group spent over 85% of total expenditures for food. The re-
spective figure in Binh Son 1 was 78%. In contrast, spending for education accounted for only 
3% of the total expenditures (in both villages), no more than the expenditures they spent on 
rituals in the same year. Taxes and fees accounted for around 2%.

Food shortages are relatively common in the study villages. Sixty-eight percent of the pop-
ulation ran into food shortages, lasting at least a month (see Table 8.3). The situation varied 
across sites. In Binh Son 1, the food shortages were more serious, affecting around 92% of 
the population, including households in the better-off group, while in Pieng Pho only 24% of 
the inhabitants encountered this situation. In general, food shortages in both villages had a 
statistically significant relationship with household socioeconomic class, with households of 
higher socioeconomic class less likely to face food shortage problems.1

The duration of food shortages that local households faced was between 1 and 8 months 
(see Fig.  8.2). Sixty percent of food-poor families experienced food shortages between 1 
and 3 months. Thirty-three percent experienced food shortages from 4 to 6 months, 3% for 
7–8 months, and the remaining 4% for over 8 months. In general, villagers in Pieng Pho suf-
fered from food shortages for less than six months, while some households in Binh Son 1 
suffered from food shortages for more than 8 months per year.

tABle 8.3 Food shortages in study villages

Socioeconomic Groups

Pieng Pho Binh Son 1 Total

Number % Number % Number %

Food sufficiency 26 76 5 8 31 32

Better-off 2 6 0 0 2 2

Medium 19 56 3 5 22 22

Poor 5 15 2 3 7 7

Food-poor 0 0 0 0 0 0

Food insufficiency 8 24 59 92 67 68

Better-off 0 0 2 3 2 2

Medium 2 6 16 25 18 18

Poor 4 12 30 47 34 35

Food-poor 2 2 11 17 13 13

Total 34 100 64 100 98 100

1 The correlation coefficient between household socioeconomic class and the likelihood to face food 
shortages is 0.4314 (p < 0.0001) and that between household socioeconomic class and duration of food 
shortages is 0.5151 (p < 0.0001).
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In terms of rice production, there is a significant variation between socioeconomic groups. 
Generally, the better-off, medium, and poor households have higher rice productivity than 
previous years (see Table 8.4). Interestingly, while food shortages were common in Binh Son 
1, rice production outputs in this village in general, and among the village’s food-poor house-
holds in particular, were higher than the corresponding figures in Pieng Pho Village. The 
reason for this situation is that income sources in Pieng Pho Village were more diversified 
than that of Binh Son 1; therefore, although rice productivity in Pieng Pho Village is low, the 
number of food-poor people in this village was smaller than that of Binh Son 1.

8.5.2 the impacts of Five Assets on Food Security

This section discusses the impacts of the five capital assets on food security in the study 
villages.

• Natural capital

In general, local households have limited agricultural land (Table  8.5). Only 2 out of 
98 households (2%) in both villages have paddy fields. Almost all households (95%) have 
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Duration of food shortage

Pieng Pho

Binh Son 1 

Fig. 8.2 Duration of food shortages in the study villages.

tABle 8.4 Rice production per Capita in the study villages (Unit: kg/person/year)

Socioeconomic Groups Pieng Pho Binh Son 1 Total sample

Better-off 225 177 189

Medium 177 238 210

Poor 211 206 207

Food-poor 140 145 145

Total sample 186 203 198
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 swidden fields. Poor and food-poor households are more likely to use swidden fields for rice 
cultivation than households of other socioeconomic groups.

Swidden fields are mostly located on relatively sloping hills. In Pieng Pho, households 
do not have the right to field ownership, but in fact, the community respects each family’s 
exploitation efforts, and regulations ensure that households do not use the land for purposes 
outside of growing paddy. In Binh Son 1, swiddens are allocated to households, but not given 
“red book.” Therefore, people use the land out of habit and sometimes hand over the land to 
others. There are also differences in the plant growing conventions in the two villages. The 
Thai in Pieng Pho more sensibly organize and shift crops to adapt to the location’s natural 
and economic conditions. Dry rice is grown on the upper land for 1 or 2 years, then the cul-
tivation of that rice will stop for 2 to 3 years. When the “bop bop” trees cover the fields, the 
people burn the trees and grow rice again.

In swidden cultivation, the fallow period plays a significant role in the recovery of soil 
nutrients. However, in the study sites, a 2- to 3-year fallow period is not long enough to 
fertilize soil, because biomass from “bop bop” leaves does not contain enough nutrition 
to restore soil fertility. Almost all villagers mentioned that upland rice productivity was 
much lower than previous years due to soil nutrient depletion as a result of shortening the 
period for which their land can lie fallow. In Binh Son 1, almost all households cultivated 
paddy rice. In the cultivated land, most ground-cover plants are one-seed layer weeds 
and reeds, and there are not “bop bop” trees as in Pieng Pho Village. It may be simply be 
a difference between two different types of land. In general, “bop bop” trees create thicker 
and better ground-cover in the fields, compared with covered weeds and reeds. According 
to collected data, swidden rice production in Binh Son 1 is much slower than in Pieng Pho.

Per capita area of home gardens and fishponds in both villages is limited and not depen-
dent on socioeconomic classes. On average, each person gets only 11 m2 of home garden land 
and 7 m2 of fishpond land.

tABle 8.5  home gardens and Fishponds per Capita by socioeconomic Class in the study sites  
(Unit: m2/person)

Socioeconomic Groups Upland Field Home Garden Fishpond

Pieng Pho 854 31 19

Better-off 138 13 9

Medium 861 39 24

Poor 917 16 9

Food-poor 1125 25 19

Binh Son 1 1768 3.14 1.39

Better-off 1450 – 3.00

Medium 1947 5.91 3.70

Poor 1694 2.40 –

Food-poor 1745 1.23 0.44

Average 1505 11 7
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In relation to forest resources, in both villages forests are used by the community. Following 
regulation here, households have rights to exploit wood, forest vegetables, and other forest 
products. However, they cannot undergo shifting cultivation in the forest.

• Human capital

In general, there is considerable variation in the number of people among households be-
longing to the different economic groups (see Table 8.6). However, there is no relation between 
the number of members of a household and its food shortages.2 Yet, the number of laborers 
per household tends to be lower in the poor and hunger households. While the households 
belonging to two medium and better-off groups all have an average number of laborers per 
household higher than that of the surveyed samples, and the rate of households belonging to 
the poor and hunger group is lower than the general average level. The result of correlation 
analysis confirms a statistical relation between the labor force and the economic category of 
the surveyed households.3 Similarly, the rate of laborers per capita also has a statistical link 
with the household economy. The households of the hunger group have a labor rate per cap-
ita lower than that of households in the other groups.4

As Table  8.7 shows, the education level of the household head has an important rela-
tionship with household socioeconomic group. The results show that education level of 

tABle 8.6 human Assets Across socioeconomic groups

Socioeconomic 
Groups Household Size

Number of Labor  
Force Per Household

Labor Force Per 
Capita

Household With 
Political Power

Better-off 8.00 4.75 0.59 0.50

Medium 6.30 4.05 0.64 0.48

Poor 5.83 3.41 0.59 0.15

Food-poor 6.85 3.23 0.47 0.08

Average 6.24 3.70 0.59 0.29

tABle 8.7 education Level and Age of the household head by socioeconomic groups

 Education Level Age Positiona

Better-off 7 41 0.50

Medium 7 43 0.38

Poor 5 38 0.10

Food-poor 3 45 0.08

Average 6 41 0.22

a The number in this column shows the rate of households whose heads have political positions in the local area.

2 Correlation coefficient between household size and its food shortage is 0.0439 (p < 0.6677).
3 Correlation coefficient between number of laborers and its food shortage is 0.1993 (p < 0.0492).
4 Correlation coefficient between the rate of laborer per capita and its food shortage is 0.2231 (p < 0.0273).
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 household heads in poor and food-poor groups were much lower than average and they 
were also lower than those of the medium and better-off groups. Similarly, households with 
political position (mostly the head of the household) are often in the medium and better-off 
groups. It is very rare that households with political position fall into the poor or food-poor 
groups. Correlation analysis results confirm a statistical relationship between education level, 
household political position, and socioeconomic class.5 However, the age of the household 
head does not have a statistical relationship with socioeconomic class.6

The education level reflects clearly the quality of human resources. While in Pieng Pho 
Village, there are 28 people who are civil servants (including 17 teachers and 6 health staff), 
in Binh Son 1 Village there is no civil servant. In Pieng Pho, the civil servants have made 
remarkable contributions to their households’ income. In this village, the education level of 
the household heads and household members is higher than that of those in Binh Son 1. 
Regarding general education, up to 2006 Pieng Pho Village had 53 students completing 12th 
grade; Binh Son 1 Village had only 3 students. At the college and university level, Pieng Pho 
had 23 students, while Binh Son 1 did not have any students. The good education gives the 
people of Pieng Pho Village an advantage in adopting advanced cultivation techniques and 
in market access.

Health condition is also an important factor of human capital that has impact on food 
security. Through the survey, it can be seen that there is only one indicator of both the Thai 
and the Khơ Mu peoples, which are quite equivalent: the rates of asthma, mental disorder, 
and rheumatism of the Thai and Khơ Mu, which are 17.6% and 15.9%, respectively. The other 
indicators of both ethnic peoples are very different. This shows that the health of Thai people 
is much better by far than that of the Kho Mu. Particularly, while only 2.9% of households of 
the Thai people have patients suffering from respiratory diseases and malaria, this rate for the 
Khơ Mu is 12.7%; the rates of women with symptoms of sickly complexion, especially during 
pregnancy, of the Thai and Khơ Mu are 0% and 22.2%, respectively; the rates of undersized 
children are 2.9% and 19%, respectively; and the rates of sickly people who can’t work are 
2.9% and 22%, respectively (see Table 8.8).

Data obtained from the in-depth interviews clearly show that the level of a household’s in-
come is strongly influenced by a number of unwell family members. In Pieng Pho, almost all 

tABle 8.8 situation of some diseases in the two Research sites (Unit: %)

No. Index Thai Kho Mu

1. Household members (especially children) get respiratory diseases, malaria 2.9 12.7

2. Asthma, mental disorders, rheumatism 17.6 15.9

3. Women with pale complexion (especially during pregnancy) 0 22.2

4. Undersized children 2.9 19.0

5. Weak health, cannot do hard work (according to interviewees) 2.9 22.0

5 Correlation coefficient between socioeconomic class and education of household head is 0.3966 (p < 0.0002) 
and with political position of household head is 0.3267 (p < 0.0010).
6 Correlation coefficient between socioeconomic class and age of household head is 0.0339 (p < 0.7402).
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poor households suffer from diseases caused by the food shortages. As a result, they spend a 
great deal of money for medical treatment. Table 8.8 shows the general health status in study 
sites. The results show that most women in the study areas have headaches and dizziness, 
which is a symptom of anemia and malnutrition. Although villagers do not ingest enough 
nutrients due to food shortages, and most male villagers often drink wine, leading to physical 
health weakness. In Binh Son 1, ritual ceremonies were quite popular as villagers believe that 
it can treat diseases while these ceremonies do not exist in Pieng Pho.

• Social capital

The central premise of social capital is the social networks (family relationship, relatives, 
community), and local regulations (traditions, accessing mechanism to the program, projects 
and types of services). Both the Thai and the Kho Mu have traditions of closed family attach-
ments, family surnames, and communities. For the Thais in Pieng Pho, most people share 
two main surnames, Lo and Luong, so most residents in the village are relatives. The close 
attachment by ancestral heritage enables them to support each other in production and in 
important events such as building houses, weddings, and funerals, and in difficulties such as 
food shortages.

In Pieng Pho, assistance in the community can be seen in three forms: exchanging labor, 
giving hands (often staying to have a meal), and material assistance. each form of assistance 
applies in line with particular events and circumstances. The demand for assistance varies 
from household to household; however, villagers can call for additional support in some cir-
cumstances. For example, normally each household needs around 12–30 laborers for field cul-
tivation, but a family could not supply these labors, especially during peak times, such as land 
preparation, transplanting, or harvesting. In this case, the family calls for assistance from the 
community. For a house building event, it may need around 200 laborers to cut and deliver 
timbers from the jungle. Material assistance occurs when a family celebrates their new house. 
In this case, each household contributes two bottles of wine and three kg of rice. For a funeral 
event, each family contributes a bunch of firewood, two bottles of wine, and three kg of rice. In 
the Kho Mu community, the assistance can be different based on the nature of the relationships.

The impact of assistance is also different. In the villages in better condition, such as Pieng 
Pho Village, the assistance from families, relatives, and the community bring about certain 
effects to reduce and eradicate poverty. To the contrary, in Binh Son 1, the assistance only 
helps people to survive; almost all households are poor. The side-effects of such assistance 
can create a poverty trap, as a person who receives assistance is a result of growing depen-
dence on relatives and community. Traditional cultivation is also considered as a special 
type of capital. The two surveyed communities have different traditional cultivation: Thai 
ethnic people have rich experience in wet-rice cultivation and gardening, while Kho Mu 
people have rich experience in swidden cultivation. After moving from their native places 
in Que Phong District (Nghe An Province) to here 20 years ago, Thai people have shifted 
from wet-rice cultivation to swidden cultivation. They still have used a number of tech-
niques of wet-rice cultivation for swidden and garden cultivation, such as strictly obey-
ing the seasonal schedule, ensuring the perfect cultivation cycle, especially taking care for 
rice-intensive farming of the house and jungle gardens, and so on. Thus, their productivity 
of swidden rice is higher than that of Khơ Mu people. They get more income from other 
agricultural products as well.
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Access to development projects is different between villages. In terms of technical train-
ing, 69% of households received training during 2003–6 (see Table 8.9). While there was 
no significant difference in the participation of households from different socioeconomic 
classes, variation existed between the two villages. Almost all households (94%) in Pieng 
Pho were involved in at least one training event during this period, while this figure in 
Binh Son 1 was 56%. However, only 38% thought this training was useful to them. Around 
21% found the training of little use; 15% thought the training was not useful at all; and 26% 
never tried to apply what they learned from the training. Forty-seven percent of the house-
holds who did not participate in training mentioned that they lack information about the 
training, 18% mentioned the difficult language used in the training, and 18% considered 
the long distance to the training location. For some others, they were ineligible for the 
training.

In terms of access to the market, all surveyed households generally assessed that the im-
provement of local infrastructure over the last several years has contributed to improved 
market access for local people. At present, most of the farm products are sold in the village. 
In terms of access to external supports from development projects and programs, there was 
a presence of state-funded development programs in both villages, especially Programs 134 
and 135, which primarily targeted the poor and food-poor. Besides, infrastructure works 
like power grids, irrigation systems, and village health posts, there was also support from 
these programs to individual households. In 2006, 94% of households received support such 
as credit, food, subsidized seedlings/seeds, materials for house construction, home mate-
rials, and other consumer products (see Table 8.9). However, not only poor and food-poor 
households were eligible for such supports, but also for other classes including the better-off. 
Unusually, not all the poor and food-poor households were able to receive support.

tABle 8.9 Access to training and external supports by socioeconomic groups

Socioeconomic Groups

Training (2003–6) External Support (2006)

Number % Number %

Pieng Pho 32 94 32 94

Better-off 2 100 2 100

Medium 20 95 20 95

Poor 8 89 8 89

Food-poor 2 100 2 100

Binh Son 1 36 56 60 94

Better-off 1 50 2 100

Medium 10 53 16 84

Poor 20 63 32 100

Food-poor 5 5 10 91

Average 68 69 92 94
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• Financial capital

The financial capability of households plays an important role in ensuring food for house-
holds, particularly when food production does not meet food demands.

The cash income in two survey sites in 2006 had a remarkable difference in terms of its 
value and proportion of the total income of households (see Table 8.10). On average, the cash 
income of a household in the two villages was approximately 80.7 thousand VND (about 
US$4)/per person/per month, making up about 37.5% of its total income. However, while 
in Binh Son 1, on average, a person had only 43.6 thousand VND (about US$2)/per month 
(21.9% of household income in total), and in Pieng Pho, each person got 198.6 thousand VND 
(over US$9)/per month (53.2% of household income in total). The differences in cash income 
of households belonging to two economic groups in two villages were quite big. While most 
of the income of the better-off households in Pieng Pho was cash (making up 75% of total 
income), in Binh Son 1, the cash income of the better-off households only was 30.5% of total 
income. Similarly, the proportion of cash income of hunger households in Pieng Pho was 
30.5% of total income while it was only 6.2% of household income in total in Binh Son 1. In 
general, the cash income of the people in Pieng Pho Village was higher than the total income 
of people in Binh Son 1 Village, on the average about 131.2% in 2006.

In both villages, the value of cash income among hunger households is very low, compared 
with the other households. In general, the cash income of hunger households is only 14.5% 
of the general average income level and 7.2% of better-off households’ income level. In Pieng 
Pho, the cash income of poor households in 2006 was 82.3 thousand VND (about US$4.50)/
per capita/per month, equal to 41.4% of the average income of the whole village, and 15.9% of 
the average income of better-off households. In Binh Son 1, the cash income of hunger house-
holds was only 4.7 thousand VND/per person/per month (about US$2), equal to 10.7% of 
the average income of the whole village and 14.2% of better-off households’ average income.

tABle 8.10 Cash income per Capita in 2006 by socioeconomic group (Unit: Us$/person/month)

Socioeconomic 
Groups Crops Husbandry Off-Farm Total

Pieng Pho 200.001 759,064.2 1,227,276.8 19,865,411.0

Better-off – 648,963.6 45,229,225.1 51,718,828.7

Medium 200.001 840,124.7 1,396,587.7 22,369,012.4

Poor 260.001 682,753.8 246,121.4 929,145.1

Food-poor 180.001 93,750.5 729,174.0 823,094.6

Binh Son 1 30.00001 152,860.8 178,371.0 331,261.8

Better-off 50.00002 375,692.1 60,760.3 436,512.4

Medium 40.00002 161,510.9 432,442.4 593,993.3

Poor 30.00001 174,661.0 80,180.4 254,871.4

Food-poor 10.00001 19,650.1 27,370.1 47,030.3

Average 80.0004 327,191.8 480,012.7 807,284.9
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Although cash income of food-poor households in Pieng Pho was relatively high, it re-
mained unstable. In 2006, around 88.5% of the cash income (27% of total income) of food-poor 
households came from off-farm activities. In fact, working as hired laborers was the only 
source of off-farm income that those households could generate, compared to at least two 
different sources for households from other socioeconomic groups (see Fig. 8.3). Food-poor 
households did not have access to stable monthly cash income sources, such as jobs in local 
state organizations, minor trading, or handicrafts, which somewhat influenced the financial 
viability of these households.

Timing in harvesting and spending plays an important role in the financial capability of 
local households, particularly those in the poor and food-poor groups. For surveyed house-
holds, particularly those without a stable monthly cash income (poor and food-poor house-
holds), income is highly seasonal (see Fig.  8.4). Harvest times occur primarily at the end 
of the year, while spending occurs throughout the year. In addition, major expenditures—
particularly the traditional New Year, various spring rituals (January-March), farm inputs 
(seeds, varieties, fertilizers), and education costs—rarely coincide with harvesting time.

In terms of access to official loans, 52 out of 98 surveyed households (53% of the sam-
ple) borrowed money from official sources (eg, local banks or through development proj-
ects) during 2003–6. By the end of 2006, the total lending to both villages was US$19,800 (see 
Table 8.11), or US$400 per borrower. However, variation existed between the two villages. 
While 79.4% of households in Pieng Pho borrowed money from official sources, only 39.1% 
of households in Binh Son 1 did so. Moreover, average borrowing per household in Pieng Pho 
was over 200% as much as that in Binh Son 1.

Households who did not borrow money gave various reasons (see Fig.  8.5). Lack of 
collateral was mentioned by most people (24%). After that there was the fear of not being 
able to repay the loan, inability to pay off current debts, and ineligibility for the loan. Some 
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Fig. 8.3 Income from off-farm activities of Pieng Pho Village in 2006.
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households also mentioned reasons like having no demand for a loan or still waiting for 
their turn to borrow.

• Physical capital

Physical capital here can be understood as basic material conditions of the community, 
such as electricity, roads, schools, stations, and the material condition of households, such 
as the house and furniture. In terms of electricity, only Binh Son 1 is connected with national 

Note: Regular expenditure (eg, food and drink) is not listed
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Fig. 8.4 Timing for major incomes and expenditures of a food-poor household. Source: Village survey in Binh Son 1.

tABle 8.11 Borrowing From official sources Between 2003 and 2006, by socioeconomic group

Socioeconomic 
Groups

Households Borrowing Money Over 
the Group Total

Total Borrowing (US$) Average (US$)Number %

Pieng Pho 27 79.4 24,350,013,500 9,019,500

Better-off 2 100 220,001,200 11,000,600

Medium 16 76.2 1,695,009,400 10,594,560

Poor 7 77.8 410,002,300 5,857,300

Food-poor 2 100 11,000,600 5,500,300

Binh Son 1 25 39.1 1,125,006,200 4,500,200

Better-off 0 0 – –

Medium 9 47.4 425,002,400 4,722,300

Poor 12 37.5 520,002,900 4,333,200

Food-poor 4 36.4 180,001,000 4,500,200

Average 52 53.1 35,600,019,800 6,846,400

Number in parentheses refers to percentage of households borrowing money over the group total.
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network electricity, while Pieng Pho is still using small hydropower (with 22 generators). 
Although they have access to network electricity, the Kho Mu only use power for lighting and 
rarely use it for other purposes. There are 11 televisions in 11 households (16.8% of the total 
households), one electric cooker, one electric fan, and one grinding machine. We can say that 
although they have access to network electricity, people here are too poor to improve their 
lives. In Pieng Pho, even with small hydropower, the village has 12 televisions in 12 house-
holds (33.3% of the total households).

The two surveyed villages enjoy quite favorable transportation conditions leading to the 
center of the district and Nam Can frontier pass. Pieng Pho is located near Highway 7A, and 
Binh Son 1 is located near Highway 7B. However, in Pieng Pho, when people want to sell prod-
ucts, the trucks can only stop at the top of the slope, several hundred meters from the village, 
whereas in Binh Son 1, trucks can go inside the village. Regarding school conditions, in Binh Son 
1, the schools are located near the commune’s secondary and high schools, and in Pieng Pho the 
schools are far from the commune’s schools, but nearer to the center of the district. Therefore, 
pupils often join the primary school in Ta Ca Commune, and a joint secondary and high school 
in the district. Basic health care facilities in the two villages are similar to education facilities.

Among various types of physical capital, the house is the most important because of its 
great value. In the people’s lives, besides eating expenses, they spend much of their money 
to build houses, more spending than for any other event. Between the two ethnic groups, the 
Thais have more solid houses than the Kho Mu: 29.4% compared with 14.3% and similarly, 
the Thais have 61.8% medium houses compared with 38.1% of the Kho Mu. On the contrary, 
44.4% of the Kho Mu houses are temporary houses compared with 5.9% of Thai houses (see 
Table 8.12).Through interviews, it is known that some Kho Mu households use the privileged 
credit fund (reserved for production development) to build houses.

Beside houses, people use a large part of their savings to buy motorbikes, televisions, 
and radios, because these things are both needs and also the manifestation of the family’s 
prosperity. Results from the survey in early 2006 show that the Thai ethnic group has 22 
motorbikes (of which six families own two) while the Kho Mu have only eight. There are 
respective figures for the following indices: video player—11 and 4, respectively; radio—7 
and 3,  respectively; table, chairs and wardrobe—11 and 6, respectively. From interviews, we 
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Fig. 8.5 Reasons for limiting the borrowing of money during the period 2003–6.
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found that most expenses for purchasing comforts, especially motorbikes, are not normally 
completely affordable, and people have to borrow from siblings or relatives. Therefore, each 
time they spend money for more than basic demands they often incur debt, which somewhat 
affects the usage of food in the family.

8.5.3 Measures to deal With Food Shortages

8.5.3.1 Main Causes of Food Shortages Among the Study Households

Research results showed that there were five major types of causes for food shortages in 
2006: (1) lack of labor, (2) lack of land, (3) natural calamities, (4) schooling costs, and (5) too 
many children (Fig. 8.6). Other minor causes include the lack of off-farm jobs, inadequate 
capital, and insufficient hybrid varieties. In this section, we focus on three major causes: land, 
labor, and natural calamities.

Inadequate labor was regarded as the main cause of food shortages by most households. 
Surveyed results showed that 35 out of 67 households (52%) who ran into food shortage 
problems in 2006 were because of this issue. The average number of laborers per households 
is 3.37 and the rate of laborers per capita is 0.53, relatively less than the sample average of 3.7 
and 0.59, respectively (see Fig. 8.6).

Lack of land was the second reason leading to food shortages. Of the 67 households with 
food shortage problems in 2006, 33 (49%) thought their food insufficiency was related to the 
amount of production land. In reality, however, per capita land size of these households was 
1607 m2 of upland field, 6 m2 of home gardens, and 8 m2 of fishponds. except for home gardens, 
land holdings of these households were even higher than the sample average. Consequently, 
their land problem was more about the quality of the land or the suitability of the land to the 
current crops than about quantity.

The third most prevalent cause for food shortages was calamities. Twenty-three house-
holds (34%) considered this as a major cause for their food shortages in 2006. Such calamities 
as a disease (for livestock), pests (for crops), and bad weather (floods and droughts) were 
most often mentioned.

tABle 8.12 types of house Construction

Ethnic Groups

Types of House

Good Medium Temporary Tent Without House

Thai 10 21 2 0 1

29.4% 61.8% 5.9% 0% 2.9%

Kho Mu 9 24 28 2 0

14.3% 38.1% 44.4% 3.2% 0%

Kinh 1 0 0 0 0

100% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Total 20 45 30 2 1

20.4% 45.9% 30.6% 2.0% 1.0%
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However, in the researcher’s view, the main reason for food shortages in poor households, 
especially in the Kho Mu community, was due to quality and labor capability. A question is 
raised: Why do both villages have the same natural capital (land cultivation on mountainous 
fields), the same accessibility to markets, service, and social policies, but 92% of Kho Mu 
households are poor whereas only 24% of Thai households are poor? The answer is not due to 
the lack of cultivating land, lack of a labor force, or natural disasters. The labor qualities of the 
Thai in Pieng Pho, as analyzed above, are the development of education, health conditions, 
and labor capabilities reflected in production skills (including the application of wet-rice cul-
tivation practices in mountain fields), the ability to access markets, the ability to shift crop 
structure, and the ability to get income from other professions, diversifying plants, cattle, and 
other work. In fact, if we make a comparison, the labor quality and ability among the Thais in 
Pieng Pho is more competitive than the Kho Mu in Binh Son 1. In conclusion, we can say that 
the five types of capital (natural, human, social, financial, and physical) are all connected to 
food security, among which, human and social capital play very important roles.

8.5.3.2 Measures to Deal With Food Shortages

To deal with food shortage problems, people in the study villages have applied various 
measures, including working as hired labor, exploiting forest products, borrowing money 
with high interest rates, selling household physical assets (including animals), and others (see 
Fig. 8.7). For many households, working as hired laborers in return for cash or food in the case 
of need was the most widespread tactic to deal with food shortages. Of the 67 households 
with food problems in 2006, 49 (73%) applied this measure. In addition, 35.5% of households 
who did not have problems with food shortages in 2006 also thought they would have done 
the same.

Note: There may be more than one cause for food shortage for each household
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Collecting forest products was also considered an important measure to cope with food 
shortages. Thirty-four out of the 67 households (51%) with food problems in 2006 applied 
this measure. In addition, 32% of households who did not have food shortages in 2006 also 
thought they would have relied on the forest to overcome their food problems. Products col-
lected from the forest were used for two purposes: for home consumption and for sale in the 
market for money to buy food. Ms Lo Thu Loan in Pieng Pho village is an example. In 2006, 
crop failure due to drought led to four months of food shortages for her household. To meet 
food demands, she had to collect banana flowers and leaves from the forest and sell them in 
the district market. The money was used to purchase rice for the whole family. On average, 
she was able to earn US$1.10 per visit to the forest and market.

Borrowing money to buy food in case of shortages was also mentioned by local people 
as one solution. Fortunate households may be able to borrow from their relatives. These 
were households with infrequent food shortage problems. Many others had to borrow 
money with high interest rates to have cash for food. This measure is highly temporary 
as households with chronic food problems (mostly the food-poor) who had to borrow 
money with high interest rates would end up spending most of their crop harvest to pay 
back the loan and the interest. As a consequence, the vicious cycle begins again in the 
next period.

In addition, some households sold their assets (including cattle, buffalo, and pigs) to meet 
food demands in case of shortages. However, this measure is not applicable to the food-poor, 
as they are often the ones without any valuable assets.

Besides immediate measures, local households also applied long-term strategies. Two im-
portant mechanisms are to borrow money from official sources to invest in farm production 
and to clear more land for cropping.

It is important to note the mutual support for the households with food shortages from 
within the community. In both villages, the community plays an active role in helping its 

Note: One household may employ more than one measure to cope with food shortage
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members in case of need. In Binh Son 1, for example, local people contributed rice to help 
those with food problems. Friends and relatives are also willing to help in case of need.

8.6 concluSionS And recoMMendAtionS

In the difficult situation of the Vietnam upland region at present, the food security of ethnic 
minority peoples remains an important issue. Through the investigation among Thai and Kho 
Mu people in Ky Son District, Nghe An Province, it can be seen that the food security of the eth-
nic peoples in this locality sticks closely to the five capital resources. Regarding resource capital, 
the ethnic peoples are facing the challenge of farming land shortage because of the growth of 
population and exhausting of swidden land. Regarding social capital, the relationship of fam-
ilies, lineages, and village communities of the two ethnic peoples plays the important role in 
mutual help for production and food. Regarding human capital, the personal ability, health con-
dition, and living practices of Thai people are better than those of Kho Mu people. Regarding 
financial capital, although the condition to access to the credits and developmental resources of 
the state of the two communities is similar; the property resource of the Thai families is better 
than that of the Kho Mu ones. Regarding material capital, the transportation distance and con-
dition from the two communities to the district center are favorable but while Kho Mu people 
have the power grid, the Thai people still have used self-sufficient hydroelectric power.

In response to the food shortages, Kho Mu people mainly borrow at interest and exploit 
natural products while Thai people develop production and occupations to increase their 
income. By the investigation, it can be seen that among the above five capital resources, only 
human capital and property accumulation in the financial capital have a big difference be-
tween Thai and Kho Mu people. However, ensuring food security of Kho Mu people is much 
weaker than that of Thai people. This shows that for the food security of the ethnic peoples in 
this area, the human capital is the most important.

To increase the food security of Thai and Kho Mu people, together with pushing up the 
reclamation of more wet-rice fields and increase the fertility for farming land; bringing into 
play community assistance, setting up the community food fund; rationalizing the payments 
in households; and constructing the electric grid for the Thai village as soon as possible, it is 
important to increase the productive capacity for people and integrate their economy into the 
market economy. To increase this capacity, we need to develop education, increase knowl-
edge of agricultural cultivation, and push up the health care for people.
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