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AL L DO RE B Acquisition of agricultural land for urban development in peri-urban areas of Vietnam: perspectives
of intentional institutional ambiguity, livelihood unsustainability and local land grabbing
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1986 Doi Moi economic reforms have helped Vietnam integrate more intensively into the global market and
offered significant opportunities for economic and other forms of growth. At the heart of urban transformation
processes in Vietnam are changes in institutions, which involve the “intensification of land redevelopment” in the
state’s renewed urbanization. Consequently, a more decentralized process has been applied through various urban-
related policies, with decision-making authority being redistributed from the central to local authorities. Local
governments have adopted different land acquisition policies for their respective jurisdictions, so land in peri-urban
areas is subsequently converted to residential use at a much higher price. As such, the issue of land rights has become
highly contested in recent times.

This study examines issues of agricultural land acquisition, compensation, and livelihoods of the affected farmers
in Vietnam, using Thua Thien Hue Province as key case study and then Van Giang case, Hung Yen Province for a
comparative analysis in terms of local reactions for policy recommendations. Based on primary data collected by
interviews, questionnaires, focus-group discussions and informal talks with relevant stakeholders in Thua Thien Hue,
Hung Yen, Hanoi and Danang, it is argued that the ambiguity in the legal framework for land acquisition and
compensation, which puts livelihood sustainability of the local communities at stake, is intentional and driven by
local elites at the back of the local state. This intentional institutional ambiguity opens loopholes for local alliances
to earn economic interests to the detriment of local farmers due to the loss of land as their primary livelihood means.
Three peri-urban areas in Thua Thien Hue, central Vietnam, namely Xuan Phu and An Hoa Wards (Hue City) and
Phu Thuong Commune (Phu Vang District) are selected for research sampling. The analysis indicates that, at heart of
the whole process is the local state’s consistent effort to lower compensation prices. The study further shows that
local authorities have been able to do this by making use of the ambiguous framework in three ways: the land pricing
system to increase the gap between compensation and market prices; the unchecked authority of the local government
in land pricing; and an inadequate monitoring and evaluation system upon compensation. The root cause to the
intentional institutional vagueness in the framework is the interest coalitions that create the discrepancy between
framework and market prices in order to drive the land market to their own benefits at the cost of sustainable means
loss for livelihoods of the local farmers. Land acquisition in Vietnam, which has been facilitated by that intentional
vague framework and decentralization system, therefore challenge local livelihoods of farmers. Consequently, the
agricultural land acquisition as an inevitable institutional instrument for urbanization, in the hands of local interest
coalitions who are protected by the said ambiguity, has changed its nature to become local land grabbing. This study
contributes another dynamics to the discourse of land grabbing in developing countries and the understandings of
land politics in post-Socialist Vietnam.
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