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ECONOMICS, ENVIRONMENT, AND EQU I TY 

Policy Integration During Development in Vietnam 

Dara O'Rou rke 

Conflicts between economic development, environmental 
protection and social equity underlie efforts to promote 
•sustainable development. • The author proposes a 
simplified framework for integrating economic, 
environmental, and social policies in order to foster 
development that is ecologically and socially more 
sustainable. The paper analyzes the specific forms these 
policy areas are assuming in Vietnam, and the underlying 
political forces (both internal and external) driving policy 
implementation. An examination of how these policies are 
currently integrated and balanced follows. The analysis 
shows that contrary to government pronouncements, 
development patterns are unlikely to be altered toward 
more sustainable ends under existing institutions and laws. 
Finally, the article discusses the potential for integrating 
current policies to achieve sustainability goals. 

Introduction and Background 

The cha l lenge of "susta i nable deve lopment" i s  to overcome 
confl icts between econom ic deve lopment, environmenta l protection,  
and socia l  equ i ty concerns. Th is  paper presents a case study of one 
country's attempts to integrate and balance pol icy objectives that 
promote susta inable development. Changes underway i n  Vietnam, 
wh i le  un ique i n  many ways, are relevant to other developing countr ies 
attempt ing to i ndustr ia l ize wh i le  compet ing i n  the global economy. 

Vietnam's transit ion to a market economy is  dr iven by global 
pol i t ical-econom ic changes as wel l  as i nternal demands for econom ic 
deve lopment. These have led the Vietnamese state to advance new 
objectives emphas iz ing rapid econom ic growth. The Vietnamese 
government's stated goa ls  and underlying legit imation have sh i fted 
from d i rect ing a transit ion to socia l ism to gu id ing capital accumu l at ion ·and growth i n  gross domestic product. 

A sh i ft from central p lann ing to market exchange i s  at the base of 
this trans it ion. The Vietnamese government conceives the trans it ion as 
a change from d i rectly contro l l ing and plann ing  a l l  economic 
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decis ions to controll ing macroeconom ic condit ions necessary for 
economic act iv ity, while cont inu ing to participate d i rectly in key 
sectors. The general concept is "an economy operating accord ing to 
market mechanism [sic] with State management and along a social ist 
orientation" (Anh 1 994, 293), that is, the flexib il ity and eff iciency of 
markets combi ned with government concern for protecting social 
welfare. 

The transit ion is not to a "free market" - unleash ing the many perils 
of cap italist society - but rather to a managed market in which the 
state controls and balances the costs and benefits of the market. The 
function of the state is to "work out appropriate policies to have an 
i mpact at the same time on both econom ic and social aspects i n  order 
to ensure a defi n i te balanced and susta inable development of the 
whole society and of d i fferent commun it ies of population l iv ing in  it" 
(Anh 1 994, 295).  In th is  i nst itutional arrangement, the state plays two 
specif ic roles: that of spurr ing rapid econom ic growth through 
promotion of capital accumulation and that of ensur ing the socia l  and 
envi ronmental cond it ions necessary for econom ic development. The 
Commun ist Party presents these functions as j ustification for its 
cont in ued dom inance with i n  Vietnam, and the cont in ued influence of 
the state over econom ic, socia l ,  and environmental concerns. 

The pr imary object ive of th is paper is to d iscuss ho.w the changing 
role of the state is affecting the balance between the competing 
pressu res for economic growth, envi ronmental protect ion, and 
promotion of equ i ty i n  Vietnam. The market system is i ntens i fying 
conflicts betweer d i fferent socia l  object ives, while new pol ic ies are 
rapid ly be ing developed to respond to soc ietal demands. A s implified 
concept of sustai nable deve lopment frames the analysis. Based on 
interviews carried out in  Vietnam from June to August, 1 994, 
government plann ing documents, and secondary sources, the paper 
exami nes specif ic Vietnamese po l icies geared toward promoting 
susta inab i l ity object ives. F ina l ly, a normative assessment of the 
potent ia l  for future integrat ion and balance is made. 

Integrating Economic Growth-Environment-Equity 
As a response to growing environmental and social constra i nts on 

deve lopment, susta inable development is i ncreas ingly important i n  
national and  i nternational development debates. The  most famous 
defi n it ion of sustai nable development comes from the World 
Comm ission on Environment and Development, which defines 
sustai nable development as "development that meets the needs of the 
present without comprom is ing the abil ity of future generat ions to meet 
the i r  own needs" (WCE D 1 987, 43). Jacobs, Gardner, and Munro 
further assert that 
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Sustainable Development seeks ... to respond to five broad 
requ i rements: ( 1 )  integration of conservation and 
development, (2) satisfaction of bas ic human needs, (3) 
ach ievement of equ i ty and social j ustice, (4) provis ion for 
social self-determination and cultura l  d ivers ity, and (5) 
maintenance of ecological integrity. Oacobs, Gardner, and 
Munro 1 987) 

Lele argues that "removal of poverty (the trad it ional development 
objective), susta i nabil ity and part ic ipation are rea l ly the th ree 
fundamental objectives of the [susta i nable deve lopment] parad igm" 
(Lele 1 99 1 , 8). 

The Vietnamese government, as most nations i n  the world today, 
asserts that its development strategy inc l udes a "commi tment to 
susta i nable development and protecting the envi ronment" (SRV 1 993,  
45). The government expla ins  that 

more so than for most other countries, environmental issues 
impose difficult choices on Vietnam. On one hand, there 
are major environmental problems. Years of war, 
increas ing population pressures and the absence of effect ive 
corrective measures have caused sign ificant degradat ion of 
forests, land, water and a i r. On the other hand, there are a 
number of urgent social problems that need to be addressed 
with our l im ited investment resources. Accord ingly, there 
is a greater need than in  most countries to prioritize our 
environmental goals and to adopt the most cost effective 
approaches to ach ieving them. (SRV 1 993, 45) .  

For the Vietnamese government, the stated object ive i s  "Susta i nable 
development with equ i ty, focus ing on the cond it ions and strategies 
needed to susta i n  the country's abil ity to sati sfy the growing mater ial 
and other needs of the people" (SRV 1 993,  45). 

However, i n  developed and developing countries ali ke, susta i nable 
development remains  more an objective or ideal than a spec if ic policy 
equation (Barbier 1 987; Norgaard 1 988; Korten 1 99 1 ;  Sr in ivasan 
1 993) .  Moreover, bus i nesses, governments, and non-governmental 
organ izations are all able to embrace the idea partly because each 
i nstitution adopts d i fferent and often confl ict ing defi n it ions of 
susta inable development (lele 1 99 1 ) .  

My goa l  i n  th i s  paper i s  not to  provide a better defi n it ion of 
susta i nable deve lopment nor to propose specif ic po l ic ies through 

. which to operat ional ize the concept. Rather, I am interested i n  us ing 
the general concept as the Vietnamese government does - to frame the 
chal lenges for integrat ing and balancing econom ic growth, 
envi ronmental protect ion, and soc ial equ i ty. 

At its core, susta i nable deve lopment has th ree spec if ic objectives 
that requ i re integration: 
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1 .  stable econom ic deve lopment i n  the long-term; 

2. maintenance of env i ronmental assets (natural resource stocks 
and ass im i l at ive capaci ty of the env i ronment) across 
generations; and 

3 .  d i str ibution o f  the assets and opportun ities for economic 
deve lopment i n  order to foster socia l  and pol it ical cohesion 
(broad ly referred to as •equ i ty"). 

Wh i l e  l i sted separately, the th ree object ives can be viewed as parts 
of one whole. I f  any one of the objectives is sacrif iced, then tru ly 
susta i nable deve lopment cannot be ach ieved . I t  is cr i t ical  that efforts 
be made to better integrate these pol i c ies at the outset of a country's 
deve lopment. Balancing econom ic growth-environment-equ ity 
requ i res more than the formal adoption of a few specif ic 
environmental laws. As i l l ustrated by experiences i n  countries from 
Thai land to the U n ited States, new institutional forms are needed that 
a l low a society to respond flex ib ly to socia l  and env i ronmental 
chal lenges and to make informed choices relat ing to development. 

Pol i cy development is rooted i n  the specif ic pol it ical-econom ic 
cond it ions at work with i n  a nat ion.  Recent sh i fts i n  econom ic pol icies 
i n  Vietnam were driven both by global econom ic forces (such as the 
co l lapse of the former Soviet U n ion) and by i nternal demands for 
econom ic growth (such as crises in food production i

.
n the 1 980s). 

Env i ronmental pol i c ies are infl uenced both by the demands of 
i nternat ional donors and by local-level demands for cu ltural 
preservation and a clean env i ronment. Socia l  equ ity po l ic ies are 
dr iven by both the country's past pattern of socia l ist pol icies and by 
cont inu ing demands for socia l  services and welfare. 

H i storical ly, institutions which are charged with promot ing one 
objective, l i ke econom ic deve lopment, often exercise the i r  mandate at 
the expense of one of the other objectives such as natural resource 
protect ion.  Wh i le these objectives have been seen as confl icting, they 
are not necessar i ly so, indeed, as priorit ies change the state must f ind 
new ways to balance them. The state is i nterested in  promot ing the 
uti l i zation of natural resources and the ass im i l ative capacity of the 
environment i n  the interests of accumu lation or for exchange value. 
The state i s  a lso responsible for the protect ion of natural resources and 
environmental qual ity i n  the interests of cultural protection and other 
use val ues (Schnaiberg 1 994). 

In Vietnam, pol icy confl icts are qu ite stri k i ng. The national 
government professes i ts commitment to social equ ity wh i le making 
strong environmental protect ion c la ims (SRV 1 993; SRV 1 994) . At the 
same time, i ts primary development strategy revolves around increased 
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exploitation of natural resources and rapid expans ion of resource 
process ing industries. The transit ion toward a market model for 
regulating econom ic act iv ity has given r ise to new confl icts between 
econom ic development and environmental protect ion .  Developing 
i nstitutions and polit ical mechan isms for i ntegrating env i ronmental 
and social pol ic ies with econom ic development is thus cr it ical to the 
realizat ion of susta i nabil ity objectives. 

Economic Development Policies 

Economic changes in Vietnam reflect the transit ion from a central 
plann i ng model to i ncreased market exchange. Previously, the central 
government essentially made all decis ions regard ing econom ic 
activit ies - from natural resource extraction, to man ufactur i ng, to 
d i str ibut ion and consumption. The state was respons ible for dr iv ing 
capital accum ulation wh ile protect ing collective goods. 

Theoretically rooted i n  the ideal of a proletar ian social ist state, the 
government controlled the means of production and worked · to 
maxim ize state power over the economy. Government m i n i stries 
controlled access to raw mater ials, State Owned Enterprises (50Es) 
dom inated industrial product ion and d i str ibution of goods, and state
gu ided cooperat ives were responsible for feed ing the nat ion .  Th i s  
system helped ma inta i n  social cohes ion dur ing periods of  war, and i t  
equ i tably d i str ibuted development ga ins  to the peasant classes. 

The central plann ing system however, was not successful in 
expanding econom ic activity or i n  meet ing r i s ing consumer demands 
and expectations. As one analyst noted i n  1 990 

What is increas ingly cal led into question is the abi l i ty of the 
trad itional social ist model to del iver both economic growth 
(in the sense of r is ing produced output value) and 
development broadly interpreted to inc lude r is ing l iv ing 
standards, improved health, more leisure and more 
democracy for the majority of the population in whose 
name the social i st revolution was carried out. (Beresford 
and Fras ier 1 992, 1 5) .  

The Vietnamese government recogn izes that  i t s  legit imacy i s  
i ncreas ingly based on i t s  abil i ty to deliver econom ic growth and r i s ing 
standards of l iv ing .  The dem ise of commun ist governments i n  Eastern 
Eu rope and the cont i nued power of the Ch i nese Commun i st Party 
(wh ich has capta i ned spectacular econom ic growth over the last 

- several years) has placed pressure on the government to deliver on 
these issues. Market reforms and integrat ion i nto the global economy 
are the government's key strategies. 

The Vietnamese government views its comparative advantages in 
the global economy as 
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a prime location from which to trade and do business with 
the most economical ly dynamic region in  the world; an 
internal cohes ion and pol it ical stabi l ity that al lows rapid 
and sweeping reforms of the economy; a large labor force 
that is young, relatively wel l  educated and tra ined, and that 
is hard working and discip l ined; a diverse natural resource 
base that w i l l  support expansion of the agricultura l ,  forestry, 
fishery and min ing industries; and a tourist potential that i s  
attracting considerable overseas interest. (SRV 1 993, 20) . 

This development strategy, i l l ustrated in table 1 ,  i nvolves a several 
pronged strategy. I t  i nc l udes the i ntens ificat ion of agricu ltural 
production, (through privatization and i ncreased chem ical inputs), 
i ncreased extraction and process ing of natural resources (th rough both 
SOEs and fore ign d i rect investment (FDI)). promotion of labor-i ntensive 
l ight industry (pr imar i ly th rough FD I), and promotion of the tourism 
and service sectors. Such reforms are transform ing the i nstitut ional 
framework underlying economic act ivit ies i n  Vietnam .  

Table 1 

Government NObjectives Concerning Key Sectors" 

1 .  Encourage export-oriented agr icultural production 

2. Reforest and develop the forestry i ndustry 

3. Deve lop the fish ing industry 
4 .  Develop the agriculture and fisheries process ing i ndustries 

5. Develop the energy sector - particular ly oil and gas extraction 

6 .  Deve lop the service sector - part icular ly tour ism 

Source: SRV. 1 993 .  Vietnam: A development perspective, 9. 

S ince the early 1 980s, under the " Doi  Moi" renovat ion program, 
the Vietnamese government has i ncreasi ngly l i bera l i zed the exchange 
of commodities and services. Legal structures and national economic 
pol icies are rad ica l ly transform ing opportun ities for exchange and 
product ion.  New laws inc lude: the Law on Private Bus i ness ( 1 990) 
and the Law on Companies ( 1 990) which la id the groundwork for 
ind ividuals and private firms to participate more fu l ly in economic 
act ivit ies; the Foreign I nvestment Law ( 1 987) des igned to attract 
fore ign capital and technology; the Ord inance on Econom ic Contracts 
( 1 989) and the Ord i nance on Civi l Contracts ( 1 99 1 ), which prov ide a 
legal framework that enables and protects market transact ions. Banking 
reforms in  the late 1 980s created a two-tiered banking system of state 
and commercia l  banks whi le state enterprise reform in 1 989 removed 
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or reduced subsid ies to state enterprises. The Land Law establ i shed i n  
1 993 provides long-term usufruct and land transfer r ights for 
agr icultural ,  forestry, commercia l/i ndustria l ,  and res ident ia l  land 
(World Bank 1 993c) .  

I nstitutions origi na l ly  estab l ished to implement central p lans are 
also be ing transformed rapid ly, as decis ions on capital and resource 
a l locat ion sh i ft to the market. For i n stance, the State P lann i ng  
Commi ttee, previously a key body i n  central economic p lann i ng, i s  
now coord inat ing and d i rect ing foreign a id and development projects . 
Other m i n i stries are l i kewise assuming new roles - bu i ld i ng  
infrastructu re and  foster ing a favorable i nvestment c l imate. 

Market reforms have fed rapid economic expans ion .  Between 
1 986 and 1 990, Vietnamese GDP  grew at an annua l  rate of 5 . 1  
percent; acce lerat ing t o  approx imately 8 percent per year s i nce 1 992 .  
Between 1 987  and  1 989, r ice yields i ncreased by  26  percent 
transform ing Vietnam from a net importer of r ice to the wor ld's thi rd 
largest exporter. Moreover, industr ia l  growth exceeded 1 4  percent per 
year i n  1 993 and 1 994 (E I U  1 995). 

Table 2 

Foreign Investment in Industry 
1 987- 1 993 

Power 38% 
Mach i nes 1 5 % 
Bu i ld ing mater ia ls  1 2 % 
Other l i ght industry 1 2 % 
Food stuffs 1 1 %  
Text i les 9% 
Chem icals 3 %  
Tota l 1 00% 

Source: K i m ,  Tran Hoang. 1 994. Economy of Vietnam - Review a n d  Statistics 1 994 

I nternat ional actors a lso i ncreas i ngly affect econom ic changes i n  
Vietnam. T h e  government's "open door" po l i cy s ignals a sh i ft from a 
strategy of self-sufficiency and domestic production to an export
oriented, l i bera l i zed trade strategy. The growing ro le of fore ign d i rect 

· i nvestment (FDI), which consti tuted over 25 percent of tota l 
i nvestment in 1 992 (SRV 1 993,  2 1 ), is further transform ing industr ia l  
output and natural resource uti l izat ion .  Tab le 2 shows the breakdown 
of FD I  by industry. 
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Whi le  i t  can be argued that these sh i fts are lead ing to a more 
"efficient• a l location of capita l ,  there are important non-market 
impacts as wel l .  For instance, as tab le 3 h igh l ights, two natural 
resource-based sectors - oil and gas production and food process ing 
are growing much faster than other sectors. Th is  change in the 
structure of industry is l i kely to exert new pressures on resource use, as 
wel l  as i ncrease the potent ia l  for adverse env i ronmental impacts 
inc lud ing o i l  spi l l s  and i ncreased B iochem ical Oxygen Demand (BOD) 
i n  rivers. 

Table 3 
Structure of Gross Production of State Enterprises (%) 

1 980 1 986 1 990 1 992 

E lectricity 7 .3% 8 .5% 9 .2% 9. 1 %  
Fuel industry (Oi l  & 3 .0 2 .8 9 .5  23 .2  
Gas) 
Meta l lurgy 3 .2  2 .0 2 .5 2 .7 
Production of 8 .3  8 .8 6.9 2 .6  
equ ipment 
E lectric and electron ic 1 . 3 2 . 1  3 .8 1 .8 
technology 
Chemicals and 1 1 .9 1 1 .6 1 2 .0 8.0 
ferti l izers 
Wood products 9 .7  4 .5  2 . 1  1 . 1  
Foodstuffs 2 1 . 5  24.0 2 1 .6 30. 1 
Texti les 1 5 .0 1 6 . 7  1 5 .3  8 .5  
Other 1 9 .8 1 9 .0 1 7. 1  1 2 .9 

Source: Kim, Tran Hoang. 1 994. Economy of Vietnam - Review and statistics 
1 994, 1 53 ,  Table 57.  

To summarize, there are three key econom ic transformations 
underway: ( 1 ) expansion of econom ic activity; (2) a changing state role 
i n  econom ic activity; and (3) sh ifts i n  the structure of the economy 
(and particu larly in industr ia l  product ion). 

Environmental Pol icies 

Environmental concerns are not new to the Vietnamese 
government. At the concl usion of the war in 1 975, the government 
began a program of reforestation and rehab i l i tation of lands damaged 
by defol iants and other war impacts . Environmental protect ion, 
however, was a relatively low prior ity. The costs of env i ronmental 
protection activit ies were genera l ly viewed as non-productive 
investments. For example, v i rtua l ly no capital was i nvested i n  
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wastewater treatment systems or other pol l ution controls for new 
factories. In general, the Vietnamese state promoted the " rat ional 
util izat ion" of natural resources for productive activit ies and capital 
accum ulation (Can 1 994). 

With market reforms and the decli n i ng i mportance of state-owned 
enterprises in product ion, i nternal confl icts over resource use and 
environmental protect ion are tak ing new forms. The Vietnamese 
government i s  slowly estab l i sh ing  regulatory structures to protect the 
env i ronment. This change has s ign i ficant i mpacts for those who stand 
to ga i n  or lose from resource use. 

Concern for the environment has i ntens i fied among bilateral aid 
agencies and international lend ing agencies such as the World Bank 
and Asian Development Bank. These organ izat ions as well as other 
non-governmental organ izations (NGOs) lobby for the inc l us ion of 
env i ronmental protect ion measures i n  development projects. The 
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and the I nternat ional U n ion for the 
Conservation of Nature ( IUCN)  are work ing closely with governm

.
ent 

agencies to develop environmenta l pol ic ies and implementat ion 
programs. I nd iv idual donor countries such as Sweden, F i n l and, and 
Canada are also playing an important role i n  promot ing the 
deve lopment of envi ronmental i n st itut ions and polic ies i n  Vietnam. 

With i n  Vietnam, local demands have played a cr it ical role in the 
implementation of environmental pol ic ies, part icularly at the c i ty and 
provinc ial levels. local res idents, experienc ing the impacts of urban 
congestion and crowd ing, i ncreased industr ia l  poll utants, and 
degradat ion of natural resources crit ical for cu l tural and soc ia l  patterns 
of l ife are polit ically active with respect to environmental issues. 
Although Vietnam's primary environmental protect ion legi slat ion 
conta ins  few references to public part ic ipation, publ ic compla i nts 
regard ing environmental problems are accepted as legit imate forms of 
i nput to local People's Committees. I ndeed, local i nput d r ives the 
programs of the M in i stry of Science, Technology, and Env i ronment 
(MOSTE) and local Env i ronment Comm ittees. The med ia a lso 
publ ic izes cr it ic ism and concerns about factory practices that have 
negative environmental impacts. 

Public compla int  systems were more stra ightforward under the 
central plann ing system.  Mechan isms existed for br ing ing public 
pressure to bear on state and private industr ia l  enterpr ises, even i f  i t  
i ncreased man ufacturer's costs. As I will d i scuss i n  more deta il below, 
local level policy actions concern ing growth , equ i ty, and 
environmental protection are currently lead ing national pol icy 
development. However, with i ncreased market competit ion, there are 
l ikely to be new constra ints on the government's ab i l i ty to respond to 
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publ ic compla i nts regard ing industr ia l  activit ies, with commun i ty-level 
balancing of 'jobs vs. envi ronment' trade-offs, as wel l  as new pressures 
on labor organ iz i ng. 

The legis lative and p lann ing framework for environmental 
protect ion in  Vietnam operates at th ree primary levels :  ( 1 )  the National 
Envi ronmental Protection law (EPL) adm in i stered by the National 
Environment Agency (N EAl with i n  the Min i stry of Science, 
Technology, and Env i ronment (MOSTE); (2) sector-specific laws and 
regu lations regard ing natural resource use that predate the EPL; and (3) 
provinc ia l  and city leve l env i ronmental regu lations and standards. The 
EPL i s  an umbre l l a  law establ i sh ing broad respons ib i l ity and d i rection 
for environmental po l i cy. As the preamble to the law expla i ns, 

the law provides for the protection of the environment with 
a view to protecting the health of the people, serving the 
cause of susta inable development of the country and 
contributing to the protection of regional and global 
envi ronment. (SRV 1 994) . 

An important aspect of the EPL is its defi n it ion of the scope of state 
management in envi ronmental protect ion.  Th is  mandate for state 
envi ronmental protect ion, largely based on a Western model of 
envi ronmental regu lation, is a massive undertak ing. State 
respons ib i l it ies range from sett ing standards to publ ic education, from 
local i nspections to i nternat ional cooperat ion.  At th is poi nt, however, 
the EPL is much stronger in its mandate than in its implementat ion.  
For instance, wh i le  there is a requ i rement that a l l  i ndustr ia l  enterpri ses 
(new and old a l i ke) complete Environmental Impact Assessments (E IAs) 
of the i r  operations, the government does not have tra i ned personnel to 
eva luate E IAs, nor is there a t imel ine for compl iance or for decis ions 
on how to respond to E IAs. The EPL has provis ions for levying fi nes 
aga inst pol l uters, but does not expla in  how fi nes w i l l  be determ ined 
nor does i t  identify any agency with respons ib i l i ty for enforcement. 
The EPL proh ib i ts the " importat ion of technology and equ ipment not 
meet ing environmental standards," but provides no means to mon itor 
importation of equ ipment (SRV 1 994). 

The EPL does not clearly identify i nstitut ional authority and 
respons ib i l it ies of MOSTE or the l i ne m in istries with respect to 
perm itt ing, env i ronmental assessments, standards setting, and other 
environmental management functions. The EPL states that l i ne 
m i n istries are responsible for environmental management of the 
sectors under the i r  contro l ,  giving at least ten m in i stries env i ronmental 
respons ib i l it ies. Because environmental manage-ment roles and 
responsibi l i t ies are yet to be defined on an operational level ,  prob lems 
are arising around over lapping responsib i l it ies for natural resource 
management - a crit ical concern for sustai nable development 

24 



Economics, Environment and Equity, O'Rourke 

plann ing. For example, in the case of water management, there are 
n i ne national-level agencies with a role in decis ion making. 

The EPL also does not give any central agency the respons ib il ity for 
policy form ulat ion and in ter-agency coord ination and mon itor ing.  
There i s  also s ign ificant potential for conflicts of in terest with i n  
m in i stries act ing to  promote development and  to  regulate t he i r  own 
activit ies (World Bank 1 993b) .  The potentially confl ict ing roles of 
state agencies over environmental concerns is clearest with i n  
m i n istries such a s  t he  M i n istry o f  Industry (Mol) wh ich  cont i n ues to 
d i rectly manage industrial enterpri ses, and now m ust regulate its own 
factories on environmental grounds. Mol has l ittle env i ronmental 
expert ise and less des i re to slow econom ic activity. These confl icts are 
evolvi ng, however, as m in i stries are be ing reformed with i n  new 
polit ical-econom ic cond it ions. 

Local Env i ronment Commi ttees appear to be the most active players 
in envi ronmental mon itor ing, regulat ion, and control in Vietnam 
today. ' The Hanoi Env i ronment Committee has a profess ional staff of 
approx imately th i rty, and the Ho Chi  Minh Ci ty Env i ronment 
Commi ttee has a staff of forty. Hanoi and Ho Chi  Minh Ci ty have both 
enacted local regulations, includ ing ambient and workplace 
envi ronmental standards and inspection programs.  Both Env i ronment 
Committees have been active i n  evaluat ing the worst polluters with i n  
their j u r isdict ions, forc ing some to  move ou t  o f  t he  city center and 
clos ing others altogether. The Hanoi People's Comm ittee has a 
program for help ing old factories move out of the c i ty center, us ing the 
sale of valuable urban land to fi nance construction of new factories 
outside of the c ity. The Ho Chi  M inh  City People's Commi ttee i s  
currently attempt ing to transform, move, or shut down a "black l ist" of  
42 h ighly pollut ing factories. I n  contrast, the National Env i ronmental 
Agency has not yet taken any concrete act ions along these li nes. 

Government programs and polic ies that do exist are operat ing 
under s ign ificant constra i nts (Thanh 1 993, 64). Lack of tra i ned 
personnel is a severe constra int  on effective implementat ion of 
envi ronmental policies. The National Env i ronment Agency had 28 
staff members as of August 1 994, only 4 of wh ich had rece ived any 
tra i n i ng i n  environmental management issues, and only 2 of these had 
completed graduate-level tra i n i ng. Aside from Ho Chi M inh  City, 
provincial and local Env i ronment Committees suffer from a s im ilar 
·dearth of experienced staff. Other key constra i nts i nclude a lack of 
basel ine data on envi ronmental quality, lack of technology for natural 
resource management and accounti ng, weak inst itut ional capab i l i ty, 
and a poor infrastructure base. 
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Constra i nts at the local level take somewhat d i fferent forms, and are 
t ied closely to economic and equ i ty concerns. For instance, many 
industrial polluters are struggling to survive i n  the market, operat ing 
with obsolete equ ipment and poor management practices. Th is  leads 
local governments - which are under s ign ificant pressure to protect 
employment and have no resources for pollution control - to do li ttle 
more than assign small fi nes to firms. The Hanoi Board of I nspectors, 
for example, has the authority to levy fines of only $5  to $50 on 
polluting firms, far too low to change a factory's behavior (World Bank 
1 994a, 1 1 2). Factories themselves are often hard-pressed to do more 
than make small improvements in housekeeping. However, as 
mentioned, other methods have been employed to reduce 
envi ronmental impacts of industry, such as relocati ng factories. 

To summarize for the environmental sector: ( 1 )  new institutions and 
laws i n  Vietnam remain very weak; (2) local i n i tiat ives i n  a couple of 
locales lead national programs; (3) there is cu rrently poor coord i nation 
between state m i n istries and between national and local levels; and (4) 
all inst itutions are operat ing under ser ious adm in i strative and f inancial 
constra i nts. 

Equity Pol icies 

As a number of h i storians have noted, "it was the Commun ists' 
comm itment to organ ization of the masses that d i fferentiated them 
from other nationalist tendencies• and eventually led them to power i n  
Vietnam (Beresford 1 988, 1 9). From its begin n ing, the Commun i st 
government understood that its main source of support and strength 
was rooted i n  the provis ion of economic and social benefits to the 
peasant classes. The specific cond it ions in Vietnam d i rected the 
Commun ist Party to focus its i n it ial efforts toward agricultural rent 
reductions and later land reform in  order to win the loyalty of peasants 
(Vickerman 1 986). From the 1 950s to 1 975, the war served to 
mobil ize and un i fy much of the populat ion.  At the end of the war, the 
Vietnamese leadersh ip aga in  focused on agrarian reform and social 
equ ity for the peasant classes. 

Vietnam's social pol ic ies have ach ieved a number of sign ificant 
ga ins .  Although the country has a low per cap ita i ncome ($220 per 
year), the li teracy rate is est imated at 88 percent, with women's 
l i teracy only slightly lower than the general populat ion at 84 percent. 
I nfant mortal ity (54/1 000) is much lower than other countries at the 
same economic level. L i fe expectancy is 67 years (World Bank 
1 994b). 

Vietnam's transit ion to the market, however, i s  having s ign ificant 
impacts on wealth d istr ibution and social services. Crit ical changes 
over the last several years include: cuts in government development 
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funds, particularly long-term investments such as health , education,  
and ru ral infrastructure; reduced transfers from the central to local 
governments; and the transformation of the system of food product ion 
and d istr ibut ion (Kaufman and Sen 1 993, 2 3 3). Two changes in 
particular are i ncreas ing socioeconom ic d i fferentiat ion : changes i n  the 
land ten ure system, and the movement of households from agricultural 
to non-agricultural act iv it ies (long 1 993, 1 94). 

By 1 990, rural i nequalit ies became more apparent and were a focus 
of pol it ical and academic debates. I n  certa i n  regions, socioeconom ic 
d i fferentiation had developed to the po int  where " i ncome spread 
between well-off and poor ru ral households reached forty to one" 
(long 1 993, 1 89). Analysts have noted a "growing d isparity among 
regions i n  food-crop product ion." argu ing that "th i s  would not matter i f  
gra in  moved freely from su rplus to defic i t  regions, but markets i n  the 
poorer regions have no such capac ity at present" (Kaufman and Sen 
1 993, 248) .  There are also "major d i fferences i n  poverty ( 1 )  between 
regions, and (2) between rural and urban areas" (World Bank 1 994b, 
83). 

I nstitutions that prev iously served to strengthen collect ive 
objectives aga inst ind ividual interests no longer funct ion.  Social safety 
nets, such as guaranteed employment and free access to soc ial serv ices 
that trad it ionally supported the urban and ru ral poor, are d isappear ing.  
Though land allocation emphasized pr inc iples of equal access and 
social safety, land transfers are lead ing to the emergence of landless 
laborers and land- insuffic ient peasants in agriculture. H undreds of 
thousands of industrial workers, government employees and sold iers 
have been la id off, caus ing h igh levels of unemployment (unoffic ially 
est imated at 20 percent) and underemployment in urban areas (World 
Bank 1 993c). 

U nder the reforms, responsib il ity for fi nancing health care has 
sh i fted from central to local governments. Access to health services has 
decli ned due to "the inabil ity of people to pay [new] med ical fees and, 
i n  part, to decli n i ng  fa ith i n  deteriorat ing health facil i t ies, where 
eq u ipment often does not work and no drugs are ava i lable" (Kaufman 
and Sen 1 993, 247). However, health reforms have also allowed 
licensed private cli n ics to open in many urban areas prov id ing serv ices 
on a fee-for-service bas is .  There are also new fees for education and 
r is ing rents for government housing. 

Poverty reduction i s  now to be ach ieved pr imar ily through 
econom ic growth . As the World Bank notes, however, 

efforts at broad based economic growth and regional 
development are presently l im ited . . .  by a Public I nvestment 
Program that does not focus sufficiently on rural areas; by a 
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system of intergovernmental finances which l i mits the 
abi l ity of local governments to implement the appropriate 
development strategy; and by a rural fi nancial system which 
does not provide the right incentives for private sector 
growth. (World Bank 1 994b, 85) .  

The Vietnamese government, concerned with social and pol it ical 
stabil i ty is under considerable pressure internally to respond to 
i ncreas ing socioeconom ic d i fferentiation . Pressure from the m i l itary 
and veteran commun i ty (there are more than 8 m ill ion veterans, many 
of whom are d isabled) has i nfl uenced government pol ic ies on 
cooperative structures and socia l  red istribution programs (long 1 993,  
202) .  I n  certa in  regions, peasants cont inue to play an active role i n  
demand ing changes in  government po l i c ies and  programs (Luong 
1 994). 

State policies are sh i ft ing toward programs to regulate the market 
system, such as the labor law passed in J une 1 994 to cod ify workers' 
rights in state and fore ign firms. The labor law was motivated by both 
i nternal and external demands for mechanisms to sett le d isputes 
between managers and employees. Growth in foreign-owned factories 
has brought with it an equivalent growth in  stri kes, expanding from 
only six in 1 992,  to seventeen in 1 993,  to s ixty-n ine strikes in the fi rst 
quarter of 1 994. Foreign i nvestors are also interested in socia l  and 
polit ical stabil ity, although the means employed to ach ieve stab i l ity 
(repress ion or democracy) are probably of less concern to most 
investors. 

To summarize, on top of i ncreas ing soc ial d i fferentiation, state 
policies des igned to promote socia l  equ i ty and cohes ion are sh i ft ing 
toward : ( 1 )  a reduced state role in  d i rect transfers of agr icultural 
commodit ies; (2) reduced state fund ing of socia l  programs such as 
educat ion and health care; and (3) a new state role in regulat ing the 
adverse impacts of market economics .  

Integration of Policies in Vietnam 

Polit ical and socio-econom ic changes in  Vietnam are causing 
government priorit ies to sh i ft between econom ic development, 
env i ronmental protection, and social equity. The move from central 
p lann ing to market exchange affects publ ic demands and expectat ions, 
fore ign investors, and lend ing agencies. Institutions and laws are 
rapidly be ing transformed, and in the process, state goals and means of 
legit imation are transformed as well. 

A primary contention of this paper is that the object ives of 
econom ic development, envi ronmental protect ion, and soc ial equ i ty 
can be connected instrumentally in the s ingle socia l  goal of susta inable 
development. However, policies and institutions have h i storically not 
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taken forms that i ntegrate these objectives. U nder the central p lan n i ng 
system, trade-offs i n  soc ia l  objectives were made at the nat ional leve l 
through Commun ist Party pol i t ical structures. Development issues 
such as agr icultural production were in tegrated with soc ia l  po l ic ies 
such as land reform and cooperativizat ion.  

The Vietnamese government asserts that i ts  overa l l  goa l i s  to 
promote susta inable development through "the in tegrat ion of 
env i ronmental considerat ions i nto sectoral po l i c ies, [and] enactment of 
su itable env i ronmental legis lat ion" (SRV 1 993,  45). A general 
awareness does exist i n  Vietnam of confl icts over resource uses -
based partly on global concepts of sustai nable deve lopment, and partly 
on Vietnam's own h i story of development. There i s  also a 
comm itment to a state ro le i n  ba lancing compet ing soc ia l  object ives. 

As the state changes its mechanisms of control over the economy 
and as the econom ic behavior of domestic and fore ign actors becomes 
less encumbered, resu l t ing growth w i l l  have both pos it ive and negative 
effects. New confl icts w i l l  ar ise with i n  the state. There is currently a 
" lack of proper strategies for comprom is ing confl ict ing uses of 
resources," a long with other environmental and eq u i ty concerns 
(Thanh 1 993, 64). The Vietnamese government asserts that i t  is 
explor ing economic pol icy measures, inc lud ing pr ic ing mechanisms 
such as taxes and fees, to i ncrease effic iency of use of scarce 
environmental resources . However, a cyn ical read ing  of 
env i ronmental pol icy in  Vietnam m ight lead one to argue that pol ic ies 
are designed to sati sfy the demands of external actors such as a id 
agencies/ and to some degree i nterna l  demands to stop the worst 
po l l uters, but are specif ica l ly  designed to m i n i m ize negat ive i mpacts . 
Th is  wou ld be a rat ional po l i cy design from the perspective of a 
government that j ustifies i tse l f  through rapid econom ic growth . 

The attempt to promote and regulate man ufactur ing f i rms 
s imu ltaneously prov ides one example of confl icts over environment 
and development object ives. The lam Thao Superphosphates 
Ferti l i zer Factory, a state-owned enterprise located 1 00 k i lometers 
northwest of Hanoi ,  i s  a case in point. Chemical fert i l izer prod uct ion, 
seen as a key to i ncreased in tensification of agr iculture and a means to 
reduce dependence on fore ign i mports i s  a prior ity industry for the 
Vietnamese government. As such, state-owned fert i l izer factories such 
as lam Thao cont inue to rece ive subsid ies and concess ional  loans 
kom the government. The M in i stry of Industry d i rect ly contro l s  lam 
Thao, prov id ing techn ica i ass i stance and support to meet its goal of 
do ubi i ng output over the next several years. 

Wh i l e  very successfu l in terms of growth in output, lam Thao has 
come to represent many of the costs of industria l  development i n  
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Vietnam. People throughout the country have heard of the workers at 
lam Thao who have lost the i r  teeth from chem ical exposure, of the 
dead banana trees and poisoned rice f ields around the factory, and of 
vi llagers relocated away from the d i rect plume of the factory. Driven 
by local protests over these problems, the provincial People's 
Committee has brought grievances agai nst the factory result ing i n  fi nes 
for environmental damage. The provincial Department of Science, 
Technology, and Environment (DOSTE) rates lam Thao as the 
provi nce's number one environmental problem. 

Although the factory has been requ i red to compensate farmers for 
damaged crops, fines have been m in imal and have not yielded 
changes in factory operat ions. local res idents conti nue to compla in  
about envi ronmental condit ions, pressur ing the  People's Committee to 
take act ion.  At the same time, the Min i stry of I ndustry argues that the 
factory is fight ing to survive i n  the new market economy and must f i rst 
guarantee cont in ued employment for its 3,000 workers. The factory 
management realizes that changes in industrial activit ies are l i kely to 
have long-term impacts on human health and the environment, and 
that the i r  activit ies will i n  the future be more closely regulated. 
However, growth and competit iveness have been given prior ity over 
envi ronmental concerns. The Min i stry thus lobbies for funds to 
expand output while deferring envi ronmental investments. 

lam Thao i s  j ust one example of a state-run factory producing for 
the national market while caus ing local envi ronmental and health 
problems. Rather than integrat ing goals and objectives, current 
institutional arrangements serve to separate costs and benefits of 
fert il izer product ion.  local villagers pay the costs of increased 
pollution levels, wh ile the Min i stry of I ndustry (and in some ways the 
country) reaps the benefits of domestically produced fertil izers. 

lam Thao h ighlights some of the d i lemmas of balancing growth 
and competit iveness with equ ity and envi ronmental concerns. 
Although there is general environmental awareness among pol icy 
makers and planners, envi ronmental concerns are not adequately 
backed by institutions or laws. local commun ities and local 
government bod ies thus struggle to assert the i r  concerns i nto national 
decis ion-making. 

The primary process for incorporat ing env i ronmental concerns into 
development projects is th rough the National Project Evaluation Board 
(NPEB) under the chai rmansh ip of the State Plann ing Committee (SPQ, 
to which MOSTE subm its comments on envi ronmental assessments of 
selected proposed investments. However, neither MOSTE nor the city 
Environment Committees currently have the capacity to carry out 
systematic envi ronmental or health assessments of investment projects . 
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The ab i l i ty of these agencies to i nfl uence decis ions of the N PE B  i s  also 
seriously i n  quest ion.  

Nat ional  government agencies are under pressu re to promote 
econom ic growth and employment. Because of th i s, nat ional po l ic ies 
w i l l  l i ke ly favor econom ic development objectives over a l l  e lse. 
Governmental bod ies operat ing at the provinc ia l  and local leve l ,  
however, may be expected to focus more on equitable d i str ibut ion of 
the costs and benefits of econom ic transformation .  Env i ronmental 
protection, wh i le  a low prior ity for provinc ia l  People's Com m ittees, i s  
nonetheless an i ssue to which the pub l ic  forces local authorit ies to 
respond. 

Potential for Integrating Economics-Environment-Equity 

Whi le  there are many constra i nts on the i ntegrat ion of econom ics, 
envi ronment, and equ i ty i n  V ietnam, there are a lso s ign ificant 
opportun it ies. V ietnam is at a crit ical j uncture for developing and 
implementing integrated pol icy strategies. Vietnam's system of 
"market soc ia l i sm" offers the potent ia l  for regu lati ng market act ivit ies 
so that socia l  costs and external it ies are not borne solely by 
ind iv iduals, and at the same t ime col lective goods are not captured 
ent i re ly by private i nd iv idua ls  or corporations (Beresford and F rasier 
1 992, 1 5). A potent ia l  exists for combin ing  the benefits of market 
exchange with government p lann i ng and provis ion of soc ia l  needs. 

Vietnam begins its new deve lopment process with a strong 
awareness of environmental and resource constra i nts and with, at 
least, a rhetorical comm itment to susta i nable development. 
Env i ronmental awareness and knowledge of the environmental 
i mpacts of rap id econom ic development (as has been exper ienced i n  
countries such a s  Taiwan, Korea, a n d  Tha i land) are actua l ly  late
ind ustr ia l izer benefits for Vietnamese pol icy-makers. V ietnam can 
learn from the m i stakes of other Asian nations. Vietnam's exist ing 
system of connect ing local-level adm in i strat ion with nat ional 
i nstitutions and pol icies a l so offers new opportun it ies for in tegrat ing 
soc ia l  objectives in  more flex ib le processes . Local and prov inc ia l  
People's Committees can p lay a decis ive ro le i n  deve lopment 
decisions, more fu l ly represent ing the des i res and needs of local 
popu lat ions. 

Loca l-leve l efforts w i l l  a l so be essent ia l  to the balancing of 
.object ives. Local and provinc ia l  regu lations may cont inue to lead 
nat ional po l i c ies, as they have in many other countries. Local 
authorit ies w i l l  l i kely have better i nformation than nat ional  p lanners, 
integration and balance of objectives w i l l  change from region to 
region, local measures are l i kely to be eas ier to monitor and enforce, 
and mqst i mportantly, local organ izat ions are more l ikely to be able to 
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formulate the " right balance• when integrat ing policies. At the same 
time, local governments can be susceptible to polit ical pressures which 
skew outcomes toward certa i n  interests. 

With i n  the exist ing internal and external constra i nts, the 
Vietnamese government must begin to develop innovative policy 
responses to the challenges of susta inable development. Policy 
integration is crit ical to th is effort. For example, there is clearly a need 
for a supra-m in i sterial body or council to integrate economic 
development and envi ronment policies. While a strong central 
government is no guarantee of susta inable development, by 
establish ing mechanisms for decis ion-makers to d i scuss and plan for 
the trade-offs inherent in economic development, envi ronmental 
protect ion, and equ ity object ives, the government will have made the 
fi rst step towards understanding, i ntegration, and balance. Specif ic 
actions that will promote integration include improved screen ing 
procedures for all large projects and especially FD I  projects, pr ic ing 
and taxat ion measures to promote resource use efficiency, ava ilabil ity 
of cap ital for investments in pollution prevention technologies, 
expanded mechanisms for public compla i nt and part ic ipation, and 
zon ing measures that d i rect spatial forms of development. 

I n  order to avoid conflicts between local and national object ives, 
new means of i ncorporating public i nput i nto decis ion-making will be 
crit ical. Procedural mechan isms for allowing public i nput into 
plann ing, project evaluation, and policy making should be considered. 
Open ing channels of public part ic ipation may be the most important 
act ion for promotion of susta inable development, as local-level 
part ic ipation seems to have more potential for med iat ing and 
balancing susta inable development objectives. 

Summary and Conclusions 

The challenge of "managi ng the market• is obviously immense. 
However, efforts made to control market activit ies from both the 
production and consumption s ides can have sign ificant pay-offs. The 
government's abil ity to conta in  consumer demands and expectations 
may be as crit ical as any pollution prevention programs. There i s  
obviously no easy model to apply for promoting susta inable 
development. 

To balance economic development, env i ronmental protect ion, and 
soc ial equity, it is crit ical to understand the dr iv ing forces beh ind 
specific policies and the social constra i nts and opportun ities for 
i ntegrat ing separate policies. Susta inable development h ighlights the 
need for collective mechan isms of control over the development 
process. Wh ile trade-offs must be made, the objectives of economics
environment-equ i ty should be viewed as a parts of a greater whole 
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which requ i re means of in tegrat ion . As th i s  paper has shown, Vietnam 
has establ ished formal environmental i n st itutions, has environmental 
legislat ion, and procla ims a des i re for susta inable development. 
However, the inst itut ional structures necessary to in tegrate the 
objectives of susta i nabil ity with i n  the specifics of the Vietnamese 
context do not exist. 

The challenge for Vietnamese policy makers i s  to assess in ternal 
political dynam ics and the strengths and weaknesses of local and 
nat ional  institutions, and then to beg in  the process of creat ing new 
institut ional l inkages or new i nstitutions al l  together. There i s  an 
important role for local level organ izations to play, as there i s  for 
national m i n i stries. B ut there is no easy form u la  for how d i fferent 
i nstitutions and d i fferent levels of government should in teract to best 
serve the goals of susta i nabi l ity. Copying U .S .  or Thai  environmental 
and development pol ic ies is a lmost guaranteed to fa il . 

Though Vietnam has been tossed and tu rned by global and in ternal 
polit ics over the last forty years, it is qu ite l i kely that the next forty 
years wi l l  be even more dynamic .  The goal of susta inable 
development m ust thus be under-gi rded by the creat ion of flexible 
inst itut ions that can respond to rapid global and domestic changes i n  
economics, envi ronment, and equ i ty. A s  Beresford notes the 
government can be flex ib le: 

the enormous res i l ience of Vietnamese communism in  three 
decades of a lmost cont inuous warfare has. . .been largely 
attr ibutable to its abi l i ty to react flexibly and pragmatica l ly 
in a cris is and u l t imately to come up with a response based 
on a rea l i st ic appraisal of the polit ical, econom ic, 
d ip lomatic and social parameters with in wh ich i t  needs to 
act. (Beresford 1 988, 52) .  

The newest cha llenge for Vietnam, as for other countries, i s  to i ncrease 
th i s  flex ib i l i ty and to further i ncorporate the needs of its cit izens i n  
integrat ing the objectives o f  econom ic growth, environmental 
protection, and social equ ity during development. 

NOTES 

1 This assessment is based on interviews with city, provincial ,  and national 
· environmental authorities. 

2 
Vietnamese government documents presented at international conferences 
and meetings (and quoted in  this paper) are often prepared with the 
assistance of i nternational consultants who recognize the importance of 
using currently fashionable sustainabi l i ty language. 
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