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Abstract 
 
The process of agricultural - rural urbanization and industrialization has created drastic 
changes in the lives of Vietnamese farmers at present. Besides positive factors, there exit 
some negative impacts made by the process of urbanization and industrialization, 
especially the conversion of agricultural fertility land for new industrial zone, golf ground 
(There are 500,000 hectares of cultivated land lost from 2001 to 2007, and 120,000 
hectares lost in 2007 in particular), etc. making thousands of households landless and so 
they have to seek various ways to earn their living, increasing the number of women 
going abroad for labor export and getting married to foreigners. This leads to the trend of 
“feminized agriculture, aging rural” and “women household heads”, and other social 
issues like: transformation of family structure and size, increase in number of divorces, 
etc. leading to the increase in sex workers, women and girl child trafficking. These are 
challenges to farmers in general and Vietnamese rural women in particular. This article 
mentions the main points relating to employment and lives of rural women in the context 
of rural urbanization and industrialization in the last decade. Especially, the article 
emphasizes solutions of job training/vocational training to improve technical skills for 
rural women. 

Methodology:  the article uses data from the following sources: 

- Results of survey on population change, labor force and family planning, 2006-
2007 

- Data of sociological survey carried out in provinces of Hai Duong (2007) 

Additionally, the article also uses the method of comparative analysis and literature 
review (articles in magazines, research reports relating to the topic). 

Content, from the gender research point of view, the article focuses on analysis of main 
points as follows: 

1. Vietnam agricultural economy and the important role of women in agricultural 
production. 

2. Employment and lives of rural women: challenges to gender role in developing 
agricultural production in Vietnam 

3. Issues relating so social security, employment and lives of agricultural and rural 
women in the conversion process. 

4. Based on such data, the article forecasts the employment trend of gender roles in 
agricultural activities, the development of Vietnam agricultural economy and 
makes some recommendations for social policy.  
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1. Introduction 

Vietnam is witnessing rapid socio-economic and cultural changes. The process of 
urbanization and industrialization has both positive and negative impacts on rural 
people’s life, particularly on the employment of farmers.   
 

From gender perspective, this paper looks at main aspects relating to employment 
and life of Vietnamese farmers under the impacts of social policies and the process of 
international integration. In addition to the Introduction and Conclusion, this paper 
includes:  Section 1 deals with Vietnam’s agricultural economy and the role of women in 
agricultural production at present. Section 2 analyses positive and negative impacts on 
life and employment and challenges to gender role in rural Vietnam. Section 3 analyzes 
some policies of Vietnam on agricultural and rural development and their effects on 
gender role in employment and life.  
 
Data 
 
The paper is based mainly on the following sources:  
 
·  Results of a sociological survey conducted in Ai Quoc commune (Nam Sach district, 

Hai Duong province) in May 2007, in which the author was the research team leader, 
with a survey sample of 819 representative rural households and hundreds of in-depth 
interviews.  

·  Results of a survey on labour and employment in Vietnam in 2007, conducted by the 
General Statistics Office. 

·  The paper also inherits other surveys, research papers relating to gender and 
employment in rural Vietnam during the process of Doi Moi (Renovation).   

 
Local and methods 
 
Among the Red River Delta provinces, Hai Duong is most affected by agricultural land 
loss to the development of industrial parks. Since 2000, the province lost 18,000ha of rice 
cultivation land1. Ai Quoc is one of the communes where many households have lost 
their agricultural land to the construction of Nam Sach Industrial Park covering 64ha, 
under Decision 539/2003/Q� -UB dated Feb. 27, 2003 by the Hai Duong Provincial 
People’s Committee2. 
 

We have used the method of random sampling for interviews of representatives of 
households in Ai Quoc commune, whose agricultural land has been taken over for the 
construction of Nam Sach Industrial Park. 
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2. Vietnam’s agricultural economy and gender role in agricultural production  
 
During the last decade in Vietnam, although the population growth reduced, the rate 
remained high at 1.21% and in 2006 73% of the total population of 83 million people 
lived in rural areas (UNFPA, 2008). By July 1st 2006, the number of rural households in 
Vietnam was 9.74 million, a decrease of 950 000 households (8.9%) compared with 
20013.  
 

Under the impacts of industrialization, rural economic structure is changing. The 
role of agriculture reduces in terms of value when Vietnam’s economic development is 
advancing toward diversifying occupation structure. However, agriculture still plays a 
very important role in the livelihood of most of the population: four fifths of the 
population lives in rural areas and agriculture provides jobs to two thirds of the labour 
force, although agricultural labour force tends to reduce (WB, 2006a). Although 
agricultural proportion in the GDP constantly reduces from 27% in 1995 to 21% in 2005, 
agriculture still plays an important role in Vietnam’s economy because up to 54 million 
people depend on agriculture, doubling the non-agricultural population which is 
increasing to 28 million. In addition, 80% of the12 million rural households are directly 
or indirectly dependent on agriculture (WB, 2006b). At the same time,  agricultural 
output of more than 20 million tonnes of rice paddy per year has made Vietnam the 
second largest rice exporter in the world.  

 
Vietnam has undergone a decade of strong economic development and economic 

restructuring, yet agriculture remains the main occupation in rural areas. But only one 
fourth of rural households only do farming, the rest combine farming and wage earning 
and non-agricultural business. About half of rural households (about 1/3 of rural 
population) are wage earners, but only 4% are full-time wage earners while 34% are 
engaged in non-agricultural businesses (18% rural population and only 3% does full-time 
non-agricultural business). Thus, while many rural households are diversifying their 
economic activities and income sources, they still keep their farmland as a stable income 
source, only 7% rural households have totally left agriculture (WB, 2006a). 

 
Rural women play a great role not only in agricultural production but also in 

mankind’s life. It is not by chance that in 1998 the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) selected the theme “Women feed the world” on the occasion of its 53rd 
anniversary. Women are an important and large labour force in agricultural production to 
ensure food security for nations, particularly developing countries.  

 
In Vietnam, rural women are very important in the process of agricultural and 

rural industrialization.  According to the 1999 national population census, women 
accounted for 54% of the agricultural population and the figure in 1989 was 60%. Of the 
women labour force, 68% work in agriculture and this figure for men is 58%. The role of 
women in agricultural production becomes even more important in the process of 
economic restructuring with an increasing rate of women involved in agriculture while 
that of men is reducing. In the period from 1993 to 1998, the percent of men working in 
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agriculture reduced by 0.9% annually. In that period, 92% of working people newly 
entering the agricultural sector was women because men moved to do non-agricultural 
business (ADB, 2002). At present, this change has led to the trend of more women taking 
part in agricultural activities - 80% women against 60% men (WB, 2006a). In agricultural 
production, women undertake almost all activities relating to cultivation and livestock 
while men are only confined to some work such as soil preparation and assisting women 
in tending and harvesting crops and livestock breeding. 
 
 
3. Rural life and employment: challenges to gender role in agricultural production 

in Vietnam at present  
 
3.1 Rural life in the process of transformation  
 
3.1.1 Improved living standards  
 
Over the past more than a decade, industrial parks established in some localities have 
been a dynamic factor contributing to local socio-economic development and turning 
solely farming areas into key economic areas with high economic growth rate of more or 
less 10%. Industrial parks have provided jobs to thousands of rural labourers, creating a 
new labour market that promotes restructuring of the social labour structure in the region. 
Infrastructure has been developed and upgraded, particularly in rural areas and the rate of 
poor households reduced. In addition, the process of rural industrialization and 
urbanization has in the past years created drastic changes and had positive impacts on the 
life of the people in Ai Quoc commune, Nam Sach district, Hai Duong province. 
Improved living standards can easily be seen. Compared to 2003, by the survey time, 
43.7% of the interviewees said their living standards had improved and only 
12.0% said their living standards reduced; 44.2% said their living standards did 
not change. By gender, women had a better assessment than men with 53.8% 
women said their living standards improved against 46.2% men. Improved living 
standards are also seen in household furniture and equipment and types of houses of the 
people in Ai Quoc commune. The process of building solid houses, particularly concrete 
houses, takes place rapidly with nearly 74% families have solid houses (brick walls, 
concrete-flat roof and multi-storey houses), 26.5% have tile-roof houses and almost no 
thatched roof, brick wall houses are seen. From the urbanization perspective, the trend of 
building solid houses is a positive indicator, but from the cultural perspective, there is a 
gradual loss of and the absence of traditional wooden houses with brick walls and tile 
roof and ancient houses and ancient village gates which become very rare in rural 
villages.  
 

On household furniture and instruments in rural families, there is also a rapid 
change now compared to 2003. Household furniture and instruments are considered a 
criterion to measure people’s living standards, even though this is not a correct indicator 
in all cases4. At the survey time, in Ai Quoc commune, up to 87.6% families owned TV 
sets; and 71.0% owned motorbikes. The rapid change in household instruments are 
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related to modern instruments: the number of households using gas stove doubles and the 
number of households subscribing telephones both home and mobile also doubles. What 
is surprising is that in a rural village which is about 50 km from the capital Hanoi, one in 
every 10 families has a computer. These statistics show that information technology 
means have gradually become familiar to rural farmers. With such household 
instruments, it can be said that, the gap between urban and rural areas in terms of 
household life has narrowed remarkably.  

 
One of the indicators to measure welfare is the per capita spending of household 

family. The results of a survey in Ai Quoc commune show that the average per capita 
spending per month is: more or less than VND200 0005 (10.2%); from VND 200 000 to 
300 000 (16%); from VND 300 000 to VND 400 000 (17%); from VND 400 000 to 
VND500 000 (15%); from VND500 000 to VND1000 000 (31%), from VND1million to 
2 millions (9%), and over 2 millions (2%). 

 
The results of the 2004 Household Living Standard Survey show that the average per 
capita spending per month in 2004 in rural areas was VND 314 330; in the Red River 
Delta  (VND417 730) and in urban areas VND652 0306. 
 
3.1.2 Increased medical insurance and healthcare  
 
Over the past years, the State has given great attention to care for people’s health 
in general and rural population in particular. In medical insurance, in Ai Quoc 
commune, 10.9% households have got medical insurance under the program 
medical insurance for the poor, 27.0% medical insurance for social policy 
beneficiaries and 45.5% households voluntarily bought their medical insurance. 
This means in every 10 households in Ai Quoc commune 8.4 households have 
medical insurance. This is a very high rate compared to the accessibility to 
healthcare services in 2006 in the whole country in which only 49% households 
had medical insurance and medical cards for free-of-charge health check ups and 
medical treatment (Vietnam Development Report 2008). In Ai Quoc commune, in 
terms of health, up to 59.5% women interviewed said that the cost of health check-ups 
and medical treatment increased, against 40.5% men. At the time of this survey, people in 
Ai Quoc commune said that in recent time, the rate of women suffering from illness is 
higher than men (59.4% and 40.6% respectively). Thus, the level of illness of women is: 
regular (33.3%), from time to time (55.8%), while these figures in men are 36% and 48% 
respectively.  
 

In agricultural production, people still use a lot of chemicals such as fertilizer and 
pesticide and women have spent many hours working in the field transplanting, weeding 
and tending crops, thus they can easily be affected by such chemicals. According to some 
surveys conducted by the Department of Preventive Medicine and Environment in 2000, 
rural women often have to work 8 – 17 hours/day with mainly manual production tools. 
This survey also shows that up to 26.2% rural women are involved in spraying chemicals 
and pesticide and still use banned chemicals such as Monitor, Wolfatox. Many women 
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even spray chemical while being pregnant, during having period or lactating. Among 
them 68.8% women involved in chemical sprays show signs of being poisoned, 10.6% 
suffer miscarriage7. 

 
How do people in this commune use medical insurance? The survey 

results show that 4.7% people use it very regular; 30.5% frequently; 29.3% from 
time to time; and the remaining 20.5% rarely and 10.3% never use medical 
insurance. 

 
With the question on the level of satisfaction when using medical 

insurance for health check ups and medical treatment, up to 58.5% respondents 
said they were satisfied and only 13.8% were not satisfied and 20.5% said it was 
difficult to say. There is a little bit difference between women and men in the 
level of satisfaction: 57.5% men were satisfied against 54.3% women and the 
rate of non satisfaction is higher in women than in men: 15.5% against 11.8%. 

 
3.1.3 Reduced living standards in a section of population  
 
Statistics released by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development shows that the 
loss of farmland for industrialization and urbanization in the last 5 years has had negative 
impacts on the lives of more than 627 000 households with about 950 000 labourers and 
2.5 million people. Although in the process of taking over farmland, many concrete 
policies have been issued toward people who lose farmland such as compensation, 
support on employment, job training and resettlement. This situation is the cause leading 
to the result that 53% of households who lost farmland have income much less than 
before and only 13% households have their income increased8.  
 

In Ai Quoc commune,  only 12% households said “their income” was less than 
that before losing farmland and only 20.5% said they could not earn enough for their 
spending after handing over their farmland. With farming households, their income from 
rice reduced 41% compared with 2003.  

 
Per capita spending of households in Ai Quoc commune (in 2007) compared with 

the average spending level in rural Vietnam (in 2004): 26.2% had lower spending; 17% 
equal or a little bit more; and the remaining 57% had their per capita spending higher. If 
compared with the average per capita spending in the Red River Delta, 43.2% in Ai Quoc 
commune had lower spending; 15% equal and 42% higher. So, in social welfare of 
households in Ai Quoc commune in 2007, 4 years after handing over farmland for 
industrialization, 43.2% people still had lower spending than the average per capita 
spending per month of those in the Red River Delta in 2004. 

 
Social stratification is not only seen in the gap between rural and urban areas but 

there is a gap between the rich and the poor right in rural areas. Evidence shows that 
industrialization and urbanization has increased the number of landless people who are 
being isolated from their means of production and have to find other livelihoods by 
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working as hired labourers (selling labour), and they are facing the risk of becoming poor 
or poorest among the poor in rural community. 

 
3.1.4 Morbidity  
 
Of the 819 surveyed households, 65.1% said in the past years they did suffer some 
illnesses in which the rate of women’s morbidity is higher than men (59.4% against 
40.6%). The rate of morbidity is: regularly (34.5%); from time to time (52.6%); rarely 
(11.8%). By age, the rate of morbidity is as follows:  
 

Table 1 : Level of sick  by age group (%) (N=557) 

Age group Always Sometimes Rarely No sick 
 35< 27.8 58.9 13.3 0.0 
36- 45 30.6 54.1 14.3 1.0 
46-55 38.2 50.3 9.9 1.6 
> 55 42.5 47.5 8.8 1.3 

Source: survey in Ai Quoc, 2007 
 
The table 1 shows the increasing rate of morbidity by age groups. This is relevant to the 
rule “birth, old, ill, dead”. However, in the age group under 35, up to 27.8% frequently 
and 59% often suffer from illnesses. With regard to the middle age group (36-45 years of 
age), the respective figures are 30.6% and 54.1%. It seems the health of the people in the 
industrialized area is much affected? 
 
According to the people in Ai Quoc commune, factors affecting their health include: dust 
(27.0%), solid wastes (34.3%), noise (17.1%), waste water (62.3%), industrial smoke and 
dust (29.9%) and industrial wastes (17.8%). So, of the factors affecting rural people’s 
health, most of them are related to activities of enterprises in industrial parks. This 
explains why 49.5% of the interviewees said that compared to 2003 “spending on health 
check ups and medical treatment” of the people increased and 7.1% said spending on 
medical treatment reduced. 
 
Although Vietnam is highly appreciated by international organizations for its 
achievements in poverty reduction, most of the poor live in rural areas and it can be said 
that poverty bears a rural face. This can be seen in Vietnam economic development 
updated report by the World Bank at the Mid-term Donors’ Group Meeting for Vietnam, 
on June 5-6, 2008 in Sapa (see table 2).  
 
    
 
  Table 2: Distribution of poverty rate by population, Vietnam 2008 

 Percent of 
population  

Poverty 
rate  

Poverty 
gap  

Contributing 
to poverty 
rate  
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Total 100.0  15.9  3.8  100.0  

Rural 
Urban 

73.3 
26.7 

20.3 
3.8 

4.9 
0.8 

93.6 
6.4 

Kinh and Hoa  86.5  10.2  2.0  55.6  
Ethnic minority groups 13.5  52.2  15.4  44.4  

Non-agriculture 
Agriculture  

29.0 
71.0 

5.0 
20.4 

1.1 
4.9 

9.1 
90.9 

Source: survey in Ai Quoc, 2007 
 
Statistics in the table 2 show the following notable points:  
 
First , most of the poor live in rural areas: most of the Vietnamese people live in rural 
areas and with 73% of the population live in countryside making up 93.6% of the 
country’s poor people. Meanwhile, nearly 27% of the population lives in urban areas, 
only 6.4% are poor. The poverty rate in rural areas is 15 times higher than that in urban 
areas; and by rural and urban population, the difference is only three times. 
 
Second, people engaged in agriculture are often poorer than those doing other jobs. 
Among the poor, by occupations, people doing farming (rice cultivation) account for 78% 
of the poor, 3.5 times higher than 22% of non-rice farming people. If considering the 
poverty rate between agricultural and non-agricultural people, the poverty rate among the 
agricultural people is 10 times higher than non-agricultural people (90.9% and 9.1%). 
 

Poverty9 seen from the residential location, rural is poorer than urban and by 
occupation, agriculture sees highest poverty rate. From gender perspective, women are 
poorer than men, in which rural women have higher poverty rate than rural men and 
urban women. If poverty is understood in a wider sense, not confining in the low level of 
income and spending, but also includes no opportunity to access services such as 
education, health and non-material factors such as no insurance, no empowerment and 
marginalization, a large proportion of the poor in Vietnam is women. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
3.2.  Rural employment: Challenges to gender role  

 
3.2.1 Industrialization and urbanization: less farmland, increasing unemployment 

and free migration  
According to a report from the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development at a 
workshop “Land-lost farmers – Reality and Solution” over the past five years from 2001-
2005, total farmland taken over was 366.44 thousand hectares, accounting for 3.89% of 
agricultural land in use (see Map of Industrial Parks).  
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 Worthy of note is that most of the area of farmland taken over is “good”, with good 
infrastructure for farming, in plain region where the population density is high, 
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in some communes, up to 70-80% of total farmland have been taken over by 
industrialized. Synthesis statistics from different locations show that between 10 
and 20% households lost 100% of their farmland; 20% households lost 60 -70% 
and 50% lost half of their farmland (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development, 2007). 
 

Our survey in Ai Quoc commune (Nam Sach district, Hai Duong province) 
shows the rate of losing agricultural land to industrial parks as follows: one 
thirds of households lost 100% of their farmland and about one fourth lost 25% 
to 50%. The narrowing of the area of agricultural land means farming is 
narrowed in Ai Quoc commune. Among the interviewees, up to 69.5% said there 
are “changes” in rice farming: up to 60% have farmland narrowed, 36.4% leave 
farming and only 5.4% expands cultivation area (Thinh, 2008a).  

 
The process of forming a land market (assigning, accummulating land) and 

industrial development (narrowing farmland) plus a large section of farming households 
abandoning their farmland (as their land cannot be farmed because of being polluted by 
industrial wastes and irrigations canals locked or filled by industrial parks), have rendered 
many farmers jobless right in the land they have been bound to and lived for many 
generations. While the demand for labour seems to be stable, supply of labour increases 
rapidly. It’s not easy for farmers to have a stable job after losing their farmland and 
opportunity is rare for they are untrained and their health is not good enough. In other 
words, the quality of human resources does not meet the demand of the labour market in 
the context of industrialization and globalization at present.  

 
According to competent authorities, in an average, every hectare of land taken 

over affects the employment of 10 farming labourers. The Red River Delta has the largest 
number of people affected by the loss of farmland: about 300 000 households; 
Southeastern region: 108 000 households. The number of households losing farmland in 
other regions is lower: in the Central Highlands: only 138 291 households, Ho Chi Minh 
City: 52 094 households (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, 2007).  The 
State has issued many policies during the process of taking over farmland and provided 
jobs to affected households. Provinces have issued and implemented specific policies 
through the enforcement of the Government legal decuments such as the 2003 Land Law, 
Decree No. 197/2004/N� -CP on allowances, support and resettlement for people whose 
land is taken over by the State; Decree No.  01/2004/NQ-CP of the Government on main 
measures for the direction of the implementation of the State budget in 2004.  

 
Therefore, in general agricultural labourers cannot meet the requirements of 

enterprises. Most of farming people maintain their former occupation after losing land, 
with only a very small percent moved to new occupation and found stable jobs. Up to 
67% farming labourers continue their old occupation after losing land; 13% moved to do 
new jobs and about 20% are unemployed or have unstable jobs (Ministry of Agriculture 
and Rural Development, 2007).  
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In Ai Quoc commune, most of the farming households have no farmland left and 
main labourers of the household have to find jobs or moved to do other jobs to be adapted 
to rural industrialization, depending on the age, health conditions and capacity of each 
person.  In general, industrialization opens new employment opportunities for young 
people but not for those who are over 30: 

 
“Young people work as hired labourers. Only those who are educated and skillful can 
find jobs at factories in industrial parks”. (Female, 43, Banking officer, College level) 

 
“ In my village, most of the people work for companies, particularly females aged between  
18 and 30. They do different jobs such as mushroom growing, confectionary workers, 
packaging and mostly garment workers. At my age, it is a bit over aged to work as a 
garment worker”. (Female, 35, worker at a garment enterprise, Secondary educational 
level) 
 
With regard to midle aged farmers who are bread winners of the families, they 

have to be freelancers depending on the labour market and in this area, men seem to have 
more advantage than women: 

 
“Brick laying, concrete mixing, transporting sand ... only do the work in the commune. I 
also work as a motorbike taxi driver or work as a hired labourer in the province. Now 
that I lost all my farmland, I have to find other job to do. At my age, companies do not 
recruit, so I have to do such work.”(Male, 35, free labourer, secondary educational level) 
 
Although in some of the work free labourers can earn more than farming, they 

have to work harder and both job and income are unstable:  
 
“Doing this job, I can earn more money than before but it’s harder than farming. If I 
have to travel faraway to find job, I have to pay for petroleum and repair of my 
motorbike. As for the job, it is not stable. In general I think it is harder than working as a 
farmer” (Male, 35, free labourer, secondary educational level) 
 
 
 
For women, as they cannot do jobs like men, they have to find jobs more suitable 

to their health and their quality: 
 
“Mostly move ton do small trading and business. Some run hostels, others breed livestock 
or do odd jobs” (Female, 57, small trader, secondary educational level). 
 
“ Middle age and old people do gardening and livestock breeding at home. No jobs are 
available for them.” (Female, 43, Banking officer, College level) 
 
However, not all young people who have skills are recruited to work at 

enterprises: 
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“ I don’t know, but my daugher-in-law got certificate from a  training course in garment 
making but she has not been recruited. They have only recruited people from other areas. 
Also they have to have some type of connections with people in those enterprises,…A lot 
of people cannot get jobs, the whole village. Failing to be recruited to work at industrial 
parks, they have to work as assistants to brick layers and the job is unstable, depending 
on the number of construction projects, and sometimes have to work very far from home.” 
(Female, 57, small trader, secondary educational level) 
 
A popular situation is that children of families that lost land have skills but have 

not been recruited to work at enterprises built on their land: “Every 1 000 households that 
lost farmland, 190 have to spend their own money on job training but finally only 90 are 
recruited and 100 are jobless. The same situation takes place in other provinces in the 
Red River Delta such as Ha Tay, Bac Ninh, Hung Yen” (Cuc, 2008). Research studies 
show that in Bac Ninh province, the loss of farmland has affected some 5000 labourers 
but of them “only 5- 6% get jobs at industrial parks” (Son, 2008). In Ai Quoc commune, 
only 33% of the respondents said after losing farmland, their family members have been 
recruited to work at a construction enterprise built on their land. With the remaining two 
thirds, they have to find other livelihoods to sustain their lives in the years of much 
change in economics, prices of goods and services. 

 
Obviously industrial parks have not provided enough jobs to meet the 

employment needs of rural labourers whose farmland has been taken over totally or 
partially. Mushroomed industrial parks and hundreds of un-implemented projects in the 
country with thousands of hectares of land left fallow for many years during the planning 
process have further increased unemployment for farmers and of course strongly promote 
migration from rural to urban areas to seek for jobs. At the time of our survey, 29.6% 
households in Ai Quoc commune had their members working far from home with the two 
main reasons to have more income (47.7%) and to get employment opportunity (37.2%). 
Those who have left home for work in other destinations including: within the district 
(24.4%), within the province (33.2%) and outside the province (40.2%). Most of those 
who work in the district leave home in the morning and return in the evening (48.8%),  
for those who work outside the province, they have to stay outside home for the whole 
year (30.6%) only a few of them do seasonal work (7.4%). 

 
Our survey shows that migrant labourers have a very clear-cut gender 

steoreopype. Young women migrating from rural to urban areas work at informal 
economic sector or work as maids while men tend to work at farms, industrial parks or 
factories. The migration of young population group to urban areas and industrial parks 
leaves back in their rural villages elderly people, women and children. In many rural 
families, the burden of agricultural production, care for and education of children rests on 
the shoulder of the mother and grandparents. Domestic migration has also changed rural 
family structure, creating “incomplete families” for the absence of either the wife or the 
husband who is working far from home. This has affected the implementation of family 
functions including education of children (Thinh, 2008c). The fact that middle aged men 
and young people leave home for urban areas and industrial parks to seek for jobs has led 
to the tendency of feminization of agriculture (The 2007 employment survey shows that 
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in the employment structure in the whole country, agricultural women account for 
53.63%. The proportion of women working in the agricultural sector varies from region 
to region: for example, the Northwest (82.4%), the Northeast (72.3%), Central Highlands 
(66.5%), North Central region (66%), Red River Delta (55.9%), and the Mekong River 
Delta (48.6%) (GSO, 2008). A survey on Vietnamese families in transitional period 
shows that in rural areas, the proportion of wives working in farming (72%) is higher 
than husbands (62%); while the proportion of husbands engaged in non-agricultural work 
is higher than wives, (9.4% and 5.7% respectively). (Do Thien Kinh, 2007). According to 
the result of a survey conducted by the Institute of Social Development Studies (ISDS), 
women labour force working in agriculture in the Red River Delta account for 80% 
against about 50% 20 years ago. In some provinces such as Thai Binh and Hai Duong, 
this figure is 90% and more (http://www.sgtt.com.vn), aging rural villages (most of the 
people over middle age or elderly stay in the rural village) and femalizing household 
heads in reality (male household heads work far away from home). This tendency poses 
many potential risks not only to family life (reproductive health, sexual health, STDs and 
HIV/AIDS) but also to the development of a younger generation of farmers living in the 
countryside at present. 

 
In-depth interviews in Ai Quoc commune further confirm the impacts of migrant 

workers on the important family function of education of children:  
 
“We have to send our children to their grandparents. My eldest child goes to school the 
whole day and the younger one stays with grandparents from early morning to late 
afternoon when we come back to pick her home. This affects much the education of our 
children, as we do not have much time to care for housework and our children. We do 
love our children but there is no other choice”. (Male, 31, construction worker) 

 
“Of course it affects much, but we have no conditions and have to work. Doing this work, 
I do not have much time to care for my children. I only stay at home in the evening. But 
after a long, hard work day, I feel tired, thus cannot do much housework or care for our 
children ”. (Female, 25, garment worker) 
 
The narrowing area of agricultural land and the reduction of population involved 

in agriculture is a challenge to gender issues and employment in rural areas, particularly 
to rural women who undertake most of farm work. According to Report on Labour Force 
and Employment survey Vietnam 2007, unemployment population aged 15 and over in 
agriculture is 1. 648.937 persons, of which 867.907 female. With 16.329 female 
unemployment for loose farming land, compare with 9.080 male (GSO,2008). Then both 
women and men are forced to do non-agricultural work. However, due to social limitation 
to gender role of women as well as the lack of skills, techniques and professional skills, 
women are placed in a disadvantaged position during the this process of employment 
shift. 
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3.2.2 Farmers fed up with farming work and challenges to jobs in the non-official 
economic sector  

 
The abundance of labour force in rural areas is not only because of the loss of farmland 
but also because of the pressure of population growth while the average cultivable land 
per capita in Vietnam is low, particularly in northern Vietnam, averagely a household has 
5 747m2, but in the Red River Delta this figure is only 1 993m2/household (Chau, 
2007:190). This explains while the working time in farming is very low. Only 18% 
agricultural labourers work 210 days/year and more and the rest only under 210 
days/year, of which 21% only work 90 days/year with an average working time of 4 to 5 
hours/day (Lai, 2008). 
 

A survey of the Institute of policy and stategy for agriculture and rural 
development in 2006 in 8 communes in the Red River Delta, Southeastern region and the 
Mekong River Delta shows that there are almost no labourers under 40 years of age in 
most of the rural regions. In Thai Binh province, about 45% of labourers have moved out 
of agriculture, 200,000 people work far from home (Son, 2008). 

 
In recent years, in many localities in the Red River Delta and North Central 

Region, farmers have not been attached to agriculture because of its low efficiency. For 
example in Thai Binh province, about  45% labourers have moved out of agriculture, 200 
000 work far from home and the percent of people working outside increased 13%/ 
during the 2000 - 2004 period and it is increasing. In many places, farmers return 
farmland to cooperatives because the benefit they get from farmland is very low, not 
enough for their daily spending, not to say other costs such as schooling, healthcare and 
other necessities.  

 
When contribution of agriculture to rural household income reduces strongly from 

58% in 1993 to 50% in 1998, and 43% in 2004, the way out for farmers is to leave 
farmland for urban areas and export labour. Most of them add to the “non-official” labour 
force in urban areas and become target groups of many policies that protect the interests 
of urban population (family registration book, ban on cyclo, cow carts, and home-made 
vehicles and a ban on street vendors and use of loudspeakers for selling goods etc.). A 
large number of others take part in official labour market working at factories, enterprises 
and have to suffer other inequality (a survey of the General Statistic Office and the UN 
Population Fund in Ho Chi Minh City and industrial parks in Southeastern region shows 
that migrant workers receive lower pay by 30%, it’s harder for women migrant workers 
to find jobs and receive lower pay than men workers by 23%). They are less protected by 
the Trade Union and have to accept extra working hours and harmful working conditions. 
A similarity between official and non-official workers is poor and dangerous 
accommodation (Son, 2008). 

 
Looking from social policies, there is a difference in social security policy to 

unemployed people. For workers in the group of “redundant labour force” during 
reorganization and restructuring of State-owned enterprises or equitization process, they 



 
 

H. B. Thinh                                                     - Draft for discussion - 15 

get support from social security fund.  From 2002 to 2007, the social security fund has 
given averagely VND33.7 millions /person in the “redundant labour force” of State-
owned enterprises. This is a “rather generous allowance given to nearly 250,000 
redundant workers” (Vietnam Development Report 2008). How can unumployed farmers 
who lost their farmland to rural industrialization receive even part of such a “generous 
allowance” from the social security fund like that given to redundant workers of State-
owned enterprises?   

 
In the context of such a difficult labour market, the global financial crisis 

has affected Vietnam, rendering hundreds of thousands of workers working at 
industrial parks and enterprises jobless. It is estimated that in 2008, 30 000 
workers lost their jobs and it is expected that in 2009 this figure will be 150 000 
workers. Most of the workers who lost their jobs at enterprises and industrial 
parks come from rural areas and now have to return to their rural villages which 
are facing the challenge of “less farmland and more population”, no jobs on the 
land where their parents, grandparents have lived for many generations.  

 
3.2.3 Labour exports and rural women married to foreigners  
 
Since 2006, every year Vietnam has exported 83 000 workers overseas (accounting for 
5% of the total number of the employed labour force in the whole country). By now, 
about 500 000 Vietnamese guest workers are working in more than 40 countries and 
territories worldwide. It is expected that by 2010, about 100 000 workers will be exported 
overseas every year (http://www.xuatkhaulaodong.vn/). Among the exported labour every 
year, the proportion of women increases from 28% in 1992 to 37% in 2003 and 54% in 
2004 (http://www.vass.gov.vn). Like migration, export labour tends to work in different 
areas for each sex. While male workers do enginerring work such as construction, 
mechanical engineering, and working at large farms, female workers often work as maids 
or in electronics and garment enterprises etc. Among the export women labourers, 64% 
do housework or work at restaurants or in the services industry (http://www.vass.gov.vn). 
Most of the export labourers are farmers, coming from rural areas where they have no 
jobs and want to seek opportunity to change their economic situation and escape poverty.  
 

In addition to positive impacts such as employment and higher income than 
working in the country, every year export labourers remit home US$1.5 to 2 billions. But 
labour export has also brought about unexpected consequences such as being deceived by 
export labour brokers; contradictions and conflicts and increasing divorces in families 
where either the husband or the wife is a guest worker and increasing number of drug 
users, alcohol drinkers, gamblers and prostitution. For female labourers, particularly in 
the non-official sector, they can face the risk of being isolated or sexual harassment while 
those working in official sector suffer from poor working conditions. 

 
In such a difficult financial situation at present, labour export faces many 

constraints as many countries reduce labour needs, the number of new orders for labour 
supplies from Vietnam is reducing, some enterprises have already recruited labourers for 
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export but receive an order for delay from their foreign partners. This is a challenge to 
employment for farmers in the process of globalization when most farmers, particularly 
women export labourers often do simple manual work or low skilled work. 

 
If in labour export, there are both men and women, in rural areas, only young 

women get married to foreign men. This situation has developed rapidly over the past 
decade, most popular in the Eastern region of South Vietnam. It is estimated that so far, 
about 100 000 Vietnamese women have got married to Taiwanese men and more than 20 
000 Vietnamese women have got married to South Korean men (Thinh, 2008c). 

 
Most of such marriages are due to economic reason and through illegal marriage 

match makers. While some marriages help women escape poverty, others lead to harder 
life or even become slave and are mal-treated, some cases have even been dead because 
of domestic violence. 

 
 

4.  Social policy and gender issue in rural life and employment in the context of 
globalization 
 
4.1  Some social policies affecting employment of rural population 
 
Over the past years, the Vietnamese Government has issued many social policies for 
economic development, education and generation of employment in the whole country in 
general and rural areas in particular. For example, some agricultural taxes have been 
exempted, thus helping farmers have more benefits from agricultural production, or 
medical insurance has been granted to the poor and free of charge health check ups and 
treatment to children under 6 years of age. The Gender Equality Law (came into force as 
from July 1st 2007) has created more legal opportunity to promote the process of gender 
equality in all aspects – political, economic, educational, health, scientific, cultural and 
arts in Vietnam. The Labour Code (revised and amended in 2006) or the Social Security 
Law (2006) has created more favourable conditions for women in the labour market. Yet, 
there remains a gender gap in education, employment and healthcare such as women have 
less access to higher education than men and less access to healthcare services and there 
remains discrimination against women in recruitment and payment. In both rural and 
urban areas, nearly twice as many men as women are categorized as skilled manual 
workers in both the wage and non- agricultural self – employment sectors (rural men 
14%, rural women 7%; urban men 28%, urban women 14%). The percentage of women 
who are unskilled and in the non – agricultural self – employment category is 
significantly higher than for men ( 70 and % respectively in urban areas; 67 and 49% in 
rural (WB, et. 2006) 
 

The percent of labourers who lost land has been given job training (by companies 
that took over land) in Hanoi is 0.01%, Ha Tay: 0.02%; Hai Phong: 0%; Bac Ninh: 0%. 
Meanwhile, job training given by the State to farming labourers in the agricultural land-
lost areas is not much: Hanoi: 0.01%; Hai Phong: 0%; Bac Ninh: 1.2%; Ha Tay: 0%. 
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(Cuc, 2008). In 2006, Vietnam had 30.6 million rural working people of which more than 
91% has never been trained, 3% has been basically trained and are technicians, 4% is 
middle and college level and about 1% is university and higher level (Dang Kim Son, 
2008:75). 

 
The percent of labourers who lost agricultural land and are now jobless in 

industrializing and urbanizing areas is very high. It is directly proportional to the lost 
agricultural land. In the situation in which global food security is unstable now, this trend 
shows signs of risks. Land-lost farmer households are the first to burden the increasing 
prices of food and food-stuff. This shows that if industrialization and urbanization are not 
linked to the benefits and employment of rural population, they will create instability in 
rural areas and delay the process of industrialization.   

 
After accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO), farming labour force in 
Vietnam have many opportunities and also face many challenges.  
 
4.1.1  WTO accession and employment opportunity in agriculture  
 
Vietnam’s official accession to the World Trade Organization will have positive impacts 
on agricultural labour force in the following main aspects: 
 
Increasing the shift of redundant labourforce in rural areas: Some factors can be 
mentioned relating to the accession to WTO which will contribute to increasing labour 
demand: (i) Expansion of export-import activities;  (ii) Foreign investment boom; (iii) 
Strong development of small and medium enterprises; (iv) Urbanization; and (v) Shifts in 
agricultural production itself. 

 
Promoting high quality labour force and restructuring of labour force: Vietnam has an 
abundant labour supply. By July 1st 2007, the number of working people was 46.1 
million, of which more than 23 millions work in agro-forestry and fisheries sector, 
accounting for about 50% (GSO, 2008). But the quality of Vietnamese labour is low. At 
present, only 17.4% of the total labourforce has been trained but not very skillful. 
Moreover, the skills, disciplinary awareness, industrial working style, health and foreign 
languages of our labour force are very limited.   

 
The labour structure is imbalanced, mostly working in agriculture (50% over the 

total working people), the education training structure is: 1% university level, 0.8 
secondary vocational and 2.9 job training.  

 
Promoting the development of labour market: As a member of WTO, Vietnam’s labour 
market will be increasingly affected by world labour markets. The accession to WTO will 
also cause labour exodus overseas by rule to destinations where there are more 
employment opportunities and higher pay. This will make labour competition fiercer, 
including that in domestic, regional and international labour markets and make the labour 
markets livelier. In such context, Vietnam’s abundant young industrious labour source 
insufficient in employment or desire to seek for better pay jobs will be an important 
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factor promoting stronger development of domestic labour market. 
 

4.1.2  Challenges:  
 
Lack of technical and skillful labourforce in agriculture: In general, the agricultural 
production level in Vietnam is low with mainly manual work. Most of the labourforce 
directly involved in farming in rural areas is untrained in terms of technology and new 
farming techniques or have been trained very patchy in a very short time. In 2007, only 
10.7% rural labour has been provided with technical training (GSO, 2008). This is a great 
challenge to Vietnam’s agricultural labour force in the context of international 
integration. 
 
Increasing labour migration to urban areas: Migration from rural to urban areas is a 
popular social phenomenon in countries whose economy is strongly transforming like in 
Vietnam at present. This often takes place in a short period of time with unemployment 
and under-employment in rural areas. People who migrate from rural to urban areas are 
mostly young, healthy and are the bread-winners of rural households. This situation 
lasting for a long time will reduce young labourforce in agriculture and agricultural 
labour will become old, thus making rural economy less effective. 
 
4.2  Gender issue and employment in rural Vietnam: Challenges lying ahead 
 
Employment in rural Vietnam now becomes very urgent, in addition to the pressure of 
population growth rate is the process of urbanization and industrialization which narrows 
agricultural and residential land and increases population density. Every year about 1.2 
millions people enter the working age and about 80% of them are in rural areas. 
Compared to men, rural women suffer more employment pressure because 92% of the 
labour force which just entered the agricultural sector during 1993-1998 period was 
women while the number of male farmers is reducing by 0.3% per year (ADB, 2005). 
 

In general, in the current development rural women have more disadvantage than 
men in seeking for jobs. This can be seen in the following aspects: 

 
Educational, technical levels:  In 2007, only 8.8% rural women had professional 

and technical level compared to 12.6% men. This rate in university and higher 
educational level is even lower: 1.1% rural women against 1.8% rural men (GSO, 
2008:14). There is a difference by region in terms of professional and technical level such 
as in the Mekong River region – the largest granary in Vietnam only 8.4% rural women 
have technical level (compared to 11.3% men) and 1.8% have university and higher level 
(men: 2.7%). In the Red River Delta the respective figures are 18.2% rural women have 
technical level (men: 26.6%) and 5.1% rural women have university and higher 
educational level (men: 7.4%) (GSO, 2008). So, in terms of education and technical level, 
rural women are more disadvantaged than men and this is an obstacle to rural women not 
only in access to sciences and technology but also in employment. 
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The 1998 Vietnam Living Standards Survey shows that in the change of 
occupations in rural areas, the number of men doubles that of women (31.6% and 13.2%). 
The survey also points out that the probability of changing occupation of men is higher 
than women. If a woman has 22% probability of changing occupation, a man has a 
probability of 52% (Phung et.al., 1999) 

 
Stereotyped gender role: The stereotype of traditional gender role is clearly shown 

in the role of being a wife and a mother of Vietnamese women. This limits the 
opportunities to seek non-agricultural jobs for rural women, particularly migration to 
industrial parks and urban areas far from their rural villages to seek for jobs to earn 
income. While men who are considered the bread-winners of the family are not bound to 
the role of being a husband and a father and can easily leave home to seek for jobs 
outside. Gender stereotyping is also shown in profession. In the wage earning sector, 
rural women are a main source of supply of workers to agricultural produce processing 
enterprises, garment and textile factories and other social services industries. However, 
women workers often receive lower pay than men and they are facing many risks not 
only in their lives and labour but also when production is in difficulty. The redundance of 
labour force in the State-owned sector and cooperatives during the 1990 -1992 period 
affected women more than men. About 550 000 women lost their jobs when State-owned 
enterprises reduced the number of workers while that figure of men was about 300 000 
(National Committee for the Advancement of Vietnamese Women, 2000). 

 
Surveys in Vietnam show that most of manual labourers are poor as they have less 

choice when taking part in the labour market and have to accept low pay than the added 
value they contribute to enterprises. In addition, massive migration of manual labourers 
from rural to urban areas and to industrial centers makes the supply in manual labourers 
increases much more than demand. When the number of people seek for jobs is more 
than the number of jobs, the wage scale in the labour market will reduce until the supply 
and demand of labour balance. In 2008, in face of global economic difficulty, the 
Vietnamese Government intervened in the labour market by increasing the minimum 
wage thinking that the wage in the market is not enough for one’s living. Although this 
intervention is legitimate, its “unexpected impacts” should be considered such as: 

 
- This higher minimum wage forces enterprises to cut down the number of 

employees. At the same time, this higher wage will attract more new workers who want 
to take part in labour markets leading to labour supply is higher than demand, resulting in 
increasing unemployment.  

 
- Wage increase corresponds with the level of inflation is a relevant measure to 

ensure the lives for workers, but higher pay without an increase in productivity will make 
enterprises feel being “forced”. It will also be a reason leading to increasing inflation. 
Then escalating prices will cause macro instability and make wage increase become 
insignificant.  
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Anyhow, the State policy on labour and salary is to help working people escape 
poverty and have better living standards. To achieve this goal, in addition to direct 
intervention in the labour market through increasing minimum wage, the State has other 
choices. For example, the State, particularly local authorities and industrial park 
management boards should have support programs in accommodation, education, job 
training and healthcare for poor workers and their dependent children. In the current 
knowledge-led and globalized economy, health, knowledge and skills are most important 
helping working people escape poverty in a sustainable manner.   
 
 
5.  Conclusion 
 

The market-oriented economy being practiced in Vietnam has made a spectacular 
improvement in people’s living standards. Yet it also brings about abnormal changes. The 
massive shifting of farmland to other non-agricultural purposes has had a very strong 
impact on the lives and employment of farmers in rural areas. The move from farming to 
wage jobs and hired jobs and the exodus of labourers leaving rural for urban areas are 
signs of a dynamic economy with many opportunities. However, these changes have 
potential risks to people, from losing land to being jobless and the loss of social relations 
in which farmers are most vulnerable. This is partly expressed in the Resolution of the 
26th Plenum of the Vietnam Party Central Committee “The material and spiritual life of 
people in rural areas remains low, the rate of poor households is high, particularly in 
ethnic minority and remote areas; the gap between rural and urban areas and between 
regions is large and many social problems have emerged”. 

 
To achieve the objective “Improving the quality of life for rural population; 

effectively and sustainably reducing poverty and eradicating hunger”, the following 
issues should be considered: 

 
- Identify employment generation for farmers as a priority task in all socio-

economic development programs in the country; ensure harmonization of all regions, 
narrow the gap in development between regions and between rural and urban areas. 

 
-  Attach importance to human resource development, targeting young rural 

labour force. At present, Vietnam’s agricultural labour force is not only poor in farming 
skills and techniques and in legal knowledge but also limited in physical health and 
foreign languages. A large section of them still maintain small-production practice and 
working style. They are not aware of industrial discipline. This limits the participation of 
Vietnamese labour in international labour distribution right in the domestic market when 
there are joint venture enterprises and foreign direct investment enterprises or even multi-
national companies. There are evidences showing that rural women need more attention 
given to job training than men with the following main reasons: a) women are “the key 
players” as they are undertaking most of the work in cultivation and livestock; b) in rural 
areas, most men work outside their villages and those who stay in the village can easily 
find jobs and face less risks than women; c) women are not only bound to farmland but 
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also their native rural villages and the trend of “rural femalization” is taking place; and d) 
women often face more difficulties than men in the opportunities to access education and 
training because there remains gender bias to some extents.   

 
- Develop a social security net in rural areas. Continue to implement policies on 

providing health insurance to the poor and free of charge health check ups and treatment 
to children under 6 years old, relief aid to households in shortage of food and in 
disadvantaged areas, and scholarships to poor children. Provide reproductive healthcare 
to rural population, particularly rural women. Reduce forcible contributions for farmers, 
although in recent years the State has exempted farmers from many types of taxes, there 
remain about 30 kinds of fees levied on farmers. 

 
- Facilitate the development of a healthy labour market, ensure that working 

people with lowest costs can take part in production and services activities in urban and 
industrial areas. At the same time, migrant families in urban and industrial areas should 
be given benefits, both material and spiritual, like the locals in urban and industrial areas 
without discrimination.  
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Notes 
                                                 
1 http://www.kinhtenongthon.com.vn 
2 http://www.haiduong.gov.vn 
3 http://www.gso.gov.vn 
4 Reality shows that in rural community, some families, even though are not well off, still build a house and 
buy motorbikes or TV sets for the psychology of trying to catch up with others. Some having got 
compensation from farmland did not know where to invest, thus built a house and bought household 
equipment. These cases, although have a large house and expensive household equipment, their living 
standards are in the poor group or near poverty line group. 
5 May/2007, 1USD = VND 16 200 
6 www.gso.gov.vn 
7 http://www.sgtt.com.vn 
8 http://www.khuyennongvn.gov.vn/) 
9 Vietnam’ poor standard in 2006-2010: less than 200,000VND/month/person (rural), less than 
260,000VND/month/persons (urban) 


