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Thanks to the implementation of Vietnam’s economic 

renovation or ‘Doi Moi’ policy since 19861, Ho Chi Minh City 

(HCMC) urban has grown quickly. However, this also leads to 

an increase in inequality. Its peri-urban area, which undergoes a 

higher level of urbanization than an urban area, faces more 

problems such as land-use change, inadequate development 

process, unequal allocation of services and investment, and 

ignorance of environmental protection and cultural preservation. 

These impacts show inequality in standards of living between 

residents of the two areas. Using the framework of the Peri-

Urban Political-Ecology, this paper aims to depict a general 

picture of the situation and analyse the causes of social 

inequalities between these two areas in terms of economy, public 

services, and the environment through “everyday practices” (i.e., 

events, problems, stories, etc.). The paper uses HCMC’s 

statistical data in the 2015-2017 periods and research findings 

from previous studies. The results show that the main causes in 

inequalities between these two areas are the inevitability of urban 

metabolism and the unequal power interaction among the state, 

society and market. 

1. Introduction 

Originated in 1995, the rapid and vigorous growth of urbanization of Ho Chi Minh City 

with a current rate of around 37% is driven by the fast-growing population, a shift from previous 

rural districts to new urban ones and a rapid increase in the number of industrial zones. The 

city’s population has proportionally doubled from 4.6 million in 1995 to around 8.6 million in 

2017 due to the great influx of immigrants. The number of export processing zones and 

                                                           
1With ‘Doi Moi’ policy, Vietnam has followed main elements: (1) Shifting from a planned centralized economy 

based on public ownership to a multi-sector economy based on the market and urbanization development; (2) 

Democratizing social life by building a state on the basis of the rule of law; (3) Strengthening external cooperation 

with other countries (United Nations, 2016) 
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industrial parks also increased from 1 in 1991 to 15 in 2017 attracting from 80,000 to 100,000 

migrant laborers every year from rural areas to the city working in export-oriented labor-

intensive industries (GSO, 2017). 

The rapid urbanization process, on the one hand, helps to improve HCMC’s economic 

growth and its people’s living standards but, on the other, also results in inequalities in 

economy, public services and environment between its suburban and urban areas. Compared to 

its urban area, the peri-urban area of HCMC undergoes a higher level of urbanization, and thus, 

faces a conflict between lower infrastructure expansion and faster-growing population (Truong, 

2013). The next section of the study shows how factors such as land-use change, inadequate 

development, unequal distribution of services and investment, and ignorance of environmental 

protection and cultural preservation in the peri-urban areas lead to problems in income, land 

possession, land speculation, education opportunities, healthcare and environment protection. 

Although urbanization in HCMC leads to various problems about social inequalities, there has 

been little research on the in-depth relationship between development, urbanization and 

inequality, especially between the city’s peri-urban and urban areas. Employed the framework 

of the Peri-Urban Political Ecology, this paper attempts to depict an overview and analyse the 

causes of the social inequalities between the urban and the peri-urban in economic, public 

services, and environmental aspects.  

Administratively, Ho Chi Minh City has 24 districts divided into three groups (1) 13 

urban districts (1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 10, 11, Phu Nhuan, Binh Thanh, Go Vap, Tan Binh, and Tan 

Phu), (2) 6 peri-urban districts (2, 7, 9, 12, Binh Tan, and Thu Duc) and (3) 5 rural districts (Cu 

Chi, Binh Chanh, Hoc Mon, Nha Be, Can Gio) (GSO, 2015). For the purposes of this report, 

this administrative map is classified into 3 areas as urban, peri-urban and rural based on their 

status of urbanization. The peri-urban area in this report has 10 districts comprising 2, 7, 9, 12, 

Binh Tan, and Thu Duc, Cu Chi, Binh Chanh, Hoc Mon, Nha Be and 13 urban districts as stated 

in the official administrative map2. Based on the city’s statistic figures for the 2015-2017 

periods, this paper aims at analyzing existing data on economic, social and environmental issues 

at city level and data collected from previous research about urbanization and inequality in Ho 

Chi Minh City as the second source. The analysis aims to answer the two following research 

questions: 

1) What are the status and causes of inequalities between HCMC’s peri-urban and 

urban areas? 

2) What should be done to minimize these inequalities? 

Accordingly, the report is organized in three sections. The first is the introduction 

section. The second is the theoretical literature of the concept of Peri-Urban Political Ecology. 

The last section will picture inequalities between HCMC’s peri-urban and urban areas about 

the economy, public services and quality of natural and social environments. The paper then 

tries to draw a conclusion based on the analyzed data using the Peri-Urban Political Ecology 

                                                           
2Cu Chi, Binh Chanh, Hoc Mon, Nha Be districts are classified as the peri-urban areas due to agricultural land 

use decrease and urban land use increase recently 
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framework to explain the causes. Finally, the report will make some recommendations for 

policymakers to reduce these inequalities. 

2. Theoretical framework for analysing inequalities between urban and peri-urban 

areas 

Political ecology is an inter-disciplinary and trans-disciplinary field potential to “foster 

an understanding of the urban that is not limited to the city” (Swyngedouw & Heynen, 2003). 

Since its first formation and application by Blaikie and Brookfield into urban context in 1987, 

the concept of Urban Political Ecology (UPE) has evolved in many different directions 

(Zimmer, 2010). Based on two main branches of political ecology in urban studies including 

Marxist and Post-Colonial views, this paper looks at these views not only in the urban but also 

in the peri-urban area. 

The Marxist UPE perspective points out a giant socio-environmental process in 

capitalism through a political approach that forms an urban political ecology. Therefore, the 

study focus should be on analysing inequalities through investigating power relations among 

stakeholders of cities in terms of economic, historical and political aspects. This view implies 

that the cause of inequalities between urban and peri-urban can be found by answering the two 

questions: (a) Who has the power to make decisions about the peri-urban environment? and (b) 

Who benefits, who loses, who wins in the peri-urban environmental decision-making process? 

Post-colonial UPE is less concerned with the urban as a global process but more 

interested in studying cities as daily life sites. By this way, this view also helps to understand 

the relations in the peri-urban “including how relations are formed and stabilized, how the city 

is made to work to secure livelihoods and identities and how people scale themselves through 

their networks to access resources and opportunities” (Simone, 2004). 

The two above approaches provide a strong framework for analysing inequalities 

between urban and peri-urban areas. Accordingly, the status of inequalities between these two 

areas can be observed and analysed through “everyday practices” such as events, problems, 

stories, and so on, in economics, public services, and the environment. Besides, the power 

relations among the state, market and civil society who play a role in the interaction between 

society and economy with nature can also be employed to explain inequalities between the 

urban and the peri-urban.  

 

Figure 1. Concept of urban political ecology framework for analysing and explaining 

inequalities in the peri-urban area 
Source: Authors adapted 
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3. Inequalities between peri-urban and urban areas in urbanization process of Ho 

Chi Minh City 

3.1. Inequality in economic aspects  

After DoiMoi period, Vietnam has experienced continuously high economic growth. As 

an economic center of Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh City accounts for a large proportion of the 

economic growth of Vietnam. However, this transition period and the opening up of the 

economy have seen a widening gap between the rich and the poor as well as gaps among urban, 

peri-urban and rural areas. Unequal issues have also emerged on the peri-urban land ownership 

as a result of the growing demand for land for the urbanization process. With the rapid economic 

growth in the urbanization process comes an increase in income inequality in Vietnam. 

According to research conducted by Oxfam (2017), Vietnam’s richest citizen can earn an-hour 

income roughly 5000 times higher than the spending by the poorest Vietnamese in a day. In 

HCMC, the income gap between the rich and the poor continues to increase at 6.5, 6.6 and 7.37 

times in 2012, 2014 and 2015, respectively (GSO, 2015).  

Table 1 

GINI Index of Ho Chi Minh City 

 2002 2004 2006 2008 2009 2010 2016 

HCM City 0.360 0.382 0.376 0,338 0,372 0,4 0.4 

Source: Adapted from GSO of HCMC 

The income gap and the rich and poor gap are also estimated based on the Gini 

coefficient. The Gini coefficient values are from 0 (perfectly equal) to 1 (totally unequal). The 

Gini Index of Ho Chi Minh city was relatively stable at around 0.36-0.38 during the periods of 

2002-2009 but increased to 0.4 in 2016 (Table 1). 

Table 2 

The monthly average income per capita at current prices by the residence and by income 

quintiles 

Unit: Thousand dongs 

 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 

Whole city 1164.8 1480.0 2192.0 2737.0 3652.7 4839.7 

Urban 1266.9 1564.0 2359.0 2899.8 3807.5 5118.4 

Peri-urban    726.0   939.0 1308.0 1931.3 2925.1 3578.4 

Source: GSO of Ho Chi Minh City (2015) 

Ho Chi Minh citizens are reported an average per capita income of VND4.83 a month. 

Table 2 shows big differences in average income between people living the urban and peri-
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urban. On average, monthly income per capita in the peri-urban was VND3.5 million, equal to 

68% of urban average income. The per capita income ratio between urban and suburban areas 

fell slightly from 1.74 in 2004 to 1.43 in 2014. This indicates that the urbanization process has 

partially helped reduced income inequality between the two areas. Yet, there are still some 

inequalities. Spending on education in the peri-urban is lower than that in the urban due to 

lower-income. Average monthly spending on education for peri-urban citizens is VND24,785 

and for urban ones is VND62,535 (T. H. Nguyen, 2014). Low education achievement not only 

affects income but also affects decisions in education, childbirth, child-rearing and other issues 

for both present and future generations. 

Inequality in Land ownership 

As a result of these pressures and rapid socio-economic change in the urbanization 

process, land resource in HCMC is becoming scarce in the midst of a rapid expansion of 

industrial zones, planning projects, housing, and infrastructure. In nearly a decade, the area of 

land used for urbanization projects of HCMC doubled and tended to expand (Fig 2). This leads 

to a dramatic change in the land use of the suburban area. Moreover, this area also becomes 

more complex and conflicts over land rights are increasing, especially in the context of the all-

people ownership of land and state management of land in Vietnam (Downes et al., 2016).  

 

Figure 2.  Land-use change in HCMC between 2010 and 2016 
Source: Adapted from the General land survey over the years 

Accordingly, the inequity in ensuring that land rights, distribution and redistribution of 

benefits from land in the peri-urban become a controversial issue (Hoa, 2012). Compared to the 

urban area, there are two main issues about inequalities in the peri-urban. 

First, the fluctuation of land ownership in the peri-urban is larger and more complex 

than that of the urban area. Because of potential land resources and strong land demand in 

suburban areas, waves in real estate investment have affected people’s land ownership in the 

peri-urban. In contrast, the sector tends to be saturated in the central city (see Table 3). 

However, the surplus of land due to the planning and investment of infrastructure of the state 
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mainly falls into individual investors’ pockets. In addition, low land taxes and large revenue 

losses in the tax collection process exacerbate the inequality. Those who have access to land 

and real estate increasingly gain profits without contributing to the state while low-income 

people cannot own land and houses (Hoa, 2012). Accumulation and dispossession of land lead 

to land speculation, and thus, to economic inequality. This remarkably increases the gap 

between the rich and the poor. Consequently, the poor cannot afford to buy a piece of land or a 

house because of the extravagant prices. Therefore, they remain at the bottom of the economic 

ladder and stay out of the ownership possibility (Harms, 2016). 

Table 3 

Number of dossiers certifying land use rights, and ownership of houses attached to the land of 

HCMC in 2017 

 Urban Area Peri-urban Area 

First time dossier 4,800 19,200 

Dossier changes 100,687 234,939 

Source: Report of HCMC Department of Natural Resources and Environment (2017) 

Second, the state intervention in land resources is more detrimental to people in the peri-

urban than those in the urban. This is shown by the number of high-density planning projects 

in the peri-urban. Nearly half of them have delayed projects in which the livelihood of residents 

is negatively impacted when land-use rights are restricted. 

Table 4 

Number of planning projects of HCMC by 2017 

 Urban Area Peri-urban Area 

Planning projects licensed 353 1.056 

Planning projects are slow progress 114 456 

Source: Report of HCMC Department of Natural Resources and Environment (2017) 

Furthermore, the clearance compensation price for these planning projects has been under a 

high disparity between the urban and peri-urban areas. In addition, the compensation policy and 

accessibility are not really satisfactory, do not represent the rights of locals and create high 

corruption risk and unfair compensation (Hirsch, Mellac, & Scurrah, 2015). Most compensation 

projects do not take into account the locals’ long-term livelihood. These lead to social 

discontent and unrest in peri-urban areas such as District 2, 9, 12, Thu Duc, Binh Tan, Binh 

Chanh and Hoc Mon where the urbanized and industrialized rate are high (VnExpress, 2012). 

3.2. Inequality in accessing public services  

The rate of urbanization in HCMC’s suburban area is faster than its rate of infrastructure 

readiness and growth.  The expansion and investment of the city in public services are unequal 
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between its peri-urban and urban areas. These make it more difficult for suburban people to 

access basic education, healthcare and public utilities.  This will be specified in more details as 

follows: 

3.2.1. Inequality in educational opportunities 

 In the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Children (2000) and Children 

Law of Vietnam National Assembly (2016), equal educational opportunities for all children 

were clearly asserted. However, education opportunities for students in HCMC’s peri-urban 

area are more limited than those in urban areas in terms of accessibility and quality. For 

education accessibility, suburban students have fewer education chances than urban ones as the 

rate of school dropout in the suburban is higher than in the urban (see Table 5). Furthermore, 

the education quality in the peri-urban is worse than the urban. Overcrowded classes and poor 

teaching quality of non-public schools in the peri-urban area add to the decrease of quality. 

Besides, most of the city’s talented and gifted programs are designated and adopted by its urban 

schools. 

Accessibility 

According to the law, most children at school ages (up to 18) have the right to join 

public schools. This practice is compulsory for every child and family. However, there are still 

a small number of children unable to access public schools as their parents are migrants and do 

not have a household registration. These children are mostly peri-urban dwellers. As a result, 

the rate of suburban school dropouts is higher than that of the urban. Recently, the rate of high-

school dropouts has declined compared to the early 2000s. High school dropout students are 

more frequent in the peri-urban area than in the urban.  

Table 5 

School dropping rate of Ho Chi Minh City 

 Stay rate School dropping rate 

Urban districts 96.8 3.2 

Peri-urban districts 90 10 

Source: Adapted from the GSO of Ho Chi Minh City (2015) 

Participation and completion of children in the learning process at schools go hand in 

hand with macro issues such as economic difficulties and household registration procedures. 

Extra learning pressure often combines one or two factors and relates to economic reasons. In 

Ho Chi Minh City, the rapid population growth poses many challenges for city education in 

ensuring fair education for all children, especially for migrant children. The fact that some of 

the migrants including seasonal migrants do not have adequate shelters also affects the timely 

census of the population to ensure the rights to education. This cannot ensure equal educational 

opportunity for all children, especially for those in the peri-urban. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
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Education quality 

According to General Statistics of Vietnam, the 2016 HCMC educational budget for the 

peri-urban is less than that for the urban with 6.1% for the former and 10.8% for the latter (GSO, 

2017). Because of fewer funds for infrastructure, fewer public schools are constructed in the 

peri-urban to meet the increasing demand. As a result, students have no choices other than 

learning in overcrowded classes with weak non-public school quality adding to the poor quality 

of the peri-urban school system. Table 6 shows that there are only 21 students per urban 

preschool class while this number is 44 in peri-urban one. The number of teachers per primary 

class in these two areas is 27 and 31 respectively. 

Table 6 

Average number of pupils per class and average number of pupils per teacher in urban and peri-

urban areas in 2014 

 
 Preschool Primary Secondary High school 

Average number of 

students per class 

Urban 21 39 41 38 

Peri-urban 44 41 42 39 

Average number of  

student per teacher 

Urban 15 27 21 15 

Peri-urban 17 31 22 16 

Source: Adapted from GSO of Ho Chi Minh City (2015) 

Therefore, the above findings assert that education quality provided for students has 

been negatively influenced when the class is oversized and the teacher cannot assure the 

standard for each student. 

As public pre-school facilities are limited with the system capacity in the peri-urban 

where there is a high concentration of migrants. Parents who are working in industrial parks 

and export processing zones have to send their under-36-month children to private and family-

based childcare services. Proactively, the non-public pre-school sector has predominated over 

the public sector, accounted for 58% of pre-school children in the peri-urban currently attending 

non-public education facilities while this is only 39% in the urban during 2015-2016. It is 

noteworthy that the number of the non-public pre-school students, main kindergarteners in four 

peri-urban districts (district 12, Binh Tan, Thu Duc and Binh Chanh) accounted for more than 

70% of the preschoolers while the number of public preschoolers in four urban districts (district 

1, 4, 5 and 11) only accounted around 25%.  
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Table 7 

Percentage of pre-school children attending non-public education facilities in urban and peri-

urban districts, Ho Chi Minh City (2015-2016 school year) 

Urban districts 

District 1 24,4% 

District 4 25,4% 

District 5 21,9% 

District 11 33,5% 

Peri-urban districts 

District 12 75,3% 

Binh Tan 73,6% 

Thu Duc 72,1% 

Binh Chanh 63,1% 

Source: GSO of Ho Chi Minh City (2015) 

Controversially, non-public pre-school facilities are often of poorer quality and children 

have risks of being badly treated or beaten. These schools do not meet quality requirements in 

comparison with the public sector in terms of facilities and manner and education 

methodologies. 

To sum up, the rapid population growth along with the urbanization process in the peri-

urban exceeds the capacity of the education infrastructure system due to the lack of government 

expenditure. Overcrowded classes and poor quality of the non-public schools in the peri-urban 

worsen education quality there. Furthermore, the higher rate of school dropout students in the 

peri-urban is obstructing the children’s accessibility to further education. 

3.2.2. Health care 

The rapid urbanization process in Ho Chi Minh City accelerates differences in quantity 

and quality of health services and accessibility of people living in urban and peri-urban. Areas. 

Although urbanization brings many opportunities including potential access to better healthcare 

but proposes many challenges when the gap between the rich and the poor is more and more 

widening and leading to inequality, especially in public health care. 

Quality of hospital facilities and services  

Unlike the center urban, the peri-urban lacks hospitals, regional polyclinics, preventive 

medicine centers and medical service units at communal and precinct levels. The shortage of 

human resources in public healthcare in Vietnam in general and HCMC, in particular, is severe 

because doctors are hard to come by in rural areas since they tend to practice in the most 

advanced urban locales. 

Some tertiary hospitals such as Cho Ray, Hung Vuong, Gia Dinh and Hospital of the 

University of Medicine located in districts 1, 3, 5 and 10 (center urban) are considered good 

and sufficient to provide people with their out-patient and in-patient services. These hospitals 

have been overloaded with visits of the peri-urban dwellers and other provincial residents since 
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the majority of hospitals located in the peri-urban areas are lacking experienced and high-

quality doctors, physicians and nurses. Poor public investment in equipment and facilities in 

the peri-urban consequently impedes the quality of physicians’ practice. Therefore, the 

residents and dwellers of these areas are suffering from the outdated medical equipment, 

combined with the limited access to the latest drugs in Vietnamese public hospitals (specifically 

in small hospitals). 

The ratio of the proper diagnostic and accurate treatment from the peri-urban doctors 

and physicians is about 50% and the ratio of the proper diagnostic but wrong treatment 

consultancy is about 70%. The reality is that most of the patients exit their primary care 

providers or hospitals at the commune level to go for the secondary or tertiary ones since they 

do not trust in the quality of doctors and physicians at small public hospitals. The functionality 

of the preventive medicine centers at commune levels is not linked to care, without any well-

grounded and continuous solutions (BaoMoi Newspaper, 2017). 

Access to medical care 

Health inequality in HCMC especially in the peri-urban areas with mainly poor migrants 

and working-class inhabitants has recently caught the attention of the public because their 

access to health services and insurance is limited due to their residency status as insurance 

holders. Attracted by the quick urbanization process, migrants move to HCMC and live mostly 

in new industrial zones, factories or shift-houses located in the peri-urban. The residential 

registration system is a barrier for migrants in accessing public healthcare services HCMC’s 

trick household and residency regulations make it impossible for migrants to approach public 

healthcare services although 80% of the city’s citizens have obtained insurance and coverage. 

HCMC’s health financing depends on private expenditure by households, especially out-of-

pocket payments. This out-of-pocket value increased from 43.5 percent in 2012 to 48 percent 

in 2013. This situation deepens the gap and inequality between people living in rural and peri-

urban areas and city people because poor people have to pay more for health expenditures 

(Oxfam, 2017). As a result, poor people become poorer compared to the rich and urban 

residents. This continues to be a pervasive problem. 

3.2.3. Access to safe water and electricity  

Compared to urban districts, access to public utilities, especially water and electricity is 

harder for people living in the peri-urban. Many households in the peri-urban cannot use clean 

water and electricity due to weak infrastructure systems and remote location. According to a 

2014 Vietnam Housing and Living Standards Survey, 23.5% of households in Ho Chi Minh 

City are too poor and live without clean and safe water; 9% without waste collection services 

and around 1% without access to the national electric power grid. These people live in peri-

urban areas such as Cu Chi, Hoc Mon, District 12, Thu Duc and Can Gio. 

By the end of 2016, Saigon Water Corporation (Sawaco), a state-owned company, 

announced that they successfully supplied clean water to all households in HCMC including all 

the peri-urban and rural districts. However, the water supply is not stable in some peri-urban 

areas. In some areas of Hoc Mon, Binh Chanh and District 12, Sawaco still has not finished 

installing water pipes to directly supply clean water to each household and deliver through water 

tanks with a common meter instead. Therefore, around 12,000 households have to walk to the 

commune centers to buy and carry water home. Moreover, due to a high net migration rate, 

Sawaco could not manage to quickly supply water to the new migrant households. The company 
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is making efforts to install stable water supply systems and meters for locals in these districts 

(Sawaco, 2017). This inconvenience and the expensive access to clean water make most 

suburban people have no choice but to use water from untreated sources such as well water and 

polluted water from rivers or canals. A water quality test on 1,400 samples from households in 

7 peri-urban districts (District 12, Thu Duc, Binh Tan, Binh Chanh, Hoc Mon, Cu Chi and Nha 

Be) showed that 97 percent of these water do not meet the water quality standard and contain 

various bacteria and harmful chemicals such as arsenic and ammonium (Giadinhnet, 2015). 

As for electricity, migrants and non-residents have to unreasonably pay at a higher rate 

than permanent residents because they do not have household registration. This situation digs 

out the inequality between people in the two areas. They even cannot turn on ready-installed 

air-conditioners in hot weather du tot the high costs. 

3.3. Inequality benefits in the quality of the natural and social environment 

HCMC’s urbanization expansion creates some adverse impacts on the quality of natural 

and social environment especially to the peri-urban districts as these areas are most vulnerable 

to environmental pollution and social problems. Otherwise, inadequate development processes, 

unequal distribution of services and investment, the ignorance of environmental protection and 

cultural preserve negatively impact the quality of livelihood in the peri-urban. Those facts show 

the inequality of the quality of natural and social environment between residents in the peri-

urban and urban because of the negatively changing natural landscape, environment pollution 

and the negative changing of culture and living of the peri-urban (Habitat for humanity 

Vietnam, 2008; Hoang, Truong, & Dinh, 2013; V. T. Le, 2007; V. N. Le, 2007; Putta & Ravadi, 

2014; Truong, 2013). 

Table 8 

The impact of urbanization leads to the inequality in the quality of natural and social 

environment between residents in peri-urban and urban in Ho Chi Minh City 

Spatial 

urbanization 

General 

characteristic 

Changing 

natural 

landscape 

Environment

al Pollution 

Changing of 

cultural and living 

environment 

Urban 

 

- The old inner 

centre 

- High level of 

development 

- High level of 

urbanization 

Changing natural 

landscape is few 

Serious Partly reserve and 

stable 
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Spatial 

urbanization 

General 

characteristic 

Changing 

natural 

landscape 

Environment

al Pollution 

Changing of 

cultural and living 

environment 

Peri-Urban - Areas 

immediately on 

the periphery of 

urban areas 

- A mix of 

urban, industrial 

and rural land 

use 

- Undergoing 

rapid urbanization 

Natural landscape 

is significantly 

changed and more 

vulnerable in the 

area surrounding 

the industry zones. 

As result, Peri-

urban suffers from 

environmental 

hazards 

More serious Historical relics and the 

community was totally 

destroyed, and living 

environment is changed 

toward negative (less 

safe) 

Source: Authors adapted 

The changing natural landscape and environmental pollution 

During the rapid urbanization process, HCMC’s peri-urban districts have witnessed the 

great environmental transformation in which land use for agriculture is converted to urban 

resettlements and industrial zones. Approximately 330,000 hectares of agricultural land in the 

peri-urban were changed into urban in the 200-2010 periods (Truong, Truong, & Son, 2017). 

Natural landscapes were replaced by new buildings, houses and industrial zones. Trương’s 

survey shows that 83% of the farmers said that the surrounding landscape has changed a lot and 

they feel regretted the loss of green and peaceful rural landscapes (Truong, 2013). These natural 

landscape changes lead to the shrinkage of water surfaces and the disappearance of natural 

water reservoirs. Many ponds, lakes, canals and lands are leveled off for urban construction and 

these construction sites take up spaces previously used for floodwater drainage. Residents in 

Thu Duc and Nha Be district often experience severe floods during high flood-tide from June 

to November every year while people in urban districts only suffer from flood water after heavy 

rains (Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, 2016). 

The peri-urban also faces numerous environmental problems, especially water resource 

deterioration. Most of HCMC’s industrial zones and parks often locate in the peri-urban. 1.235 

factories and small enterprises have been moved out of the city center and resettled in the peri-

urban (mostly in district 7, 9, 12, Binh Tan and Thu Duc district) in the period 2010-2018 

(Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, 2016). Although all registered enterprises are 

obliged to treat their wastewater, the installation of wastewater treatment facilities is not 

adequately enforced. Many industrial zones have delayed the construction of wastewater 

treatment systems (Nguyen, 2010). 

Change of cultural and living environment  

The cultural and living environment has been changed negatively in the peri-urban due 

to urbanization while residents in the urban enjoy their stable communities, cultural activities 

and safe living environment. In the peri-urban, many historical relics like old pagodas, churches 
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and temples were destroyed to build new urban and industrial zones. As residents sell land to 

earn more money and they have to move to other places to relocate their communities loss. The 

households choose a new urban lifestyle so the social ties tend to loosen and rural culture 

gradually disappears (Truong, 2013). 

Furthermore, residents in the peri-urban feel unsafe due to the increase of bad 

entertainment and social evils. Newly-urbanized areas fill with coffee shops, karaoke shops, 

business and modern houses, but residents also admitted that their life is becoming more 

“complicated”. They said the area has more social evils (drug, thefts, gamble, titty bar or “beer 

ôm”) as the urban develop. Half of the arrested criminals were born in the peri-urban. The 

mixing of rural and urban seems frightening indeed (Harms, 2011; Truong, 2013). 

Although urbanization in the peri-urban aims to improve the living conditions of people, 

it destroys the ecological system, communities and cultural activities. This shows the unequal 

quality of living between residents in the peri-urban and urban. These are results of inadequate 

development processes, unequal distribution of services and investments and the ignorance of 

environmental protection from the state; the poor consciousness of residents; the weak civil 

society organizations and lack of effective environmental services. These factors will be 

analyzed below. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Inequalities between urban and peri-urban as the inevitability of urban 

metabolism  

The urbanization in HCMC is rapid, complex and has a great impact on nature and 

society. This metabolism causes polarization of many HCMC areas creating the central urban, 

peri-urban and rural areas. In which, the structure of suburban society and the economy suffered 

the most by “new and more complex relationship between society and nature are created” (Keil, 

2003, p. 729) during the urbanization process. Obviously, the inequalities in this area are more 

serious and popular than in the urban. 

The inequalities can be observed through the “everyday practices”. While “everyday 

practices are stable” in the central urban, it fluctuates continuously in the peri-urban as urban 

metabolism. First, industrialization and migration blooming in this area have led to changing 

jobs, habitat, and income of local people. Second, the allocation of resources is under restricted 

conditions because HCMC is under the pressure of contributing and sharing resources with the 

entire country. Therefore, natural and social resources such as electricity, water and finance 

tend to be prioritized for the development of public services and improve the living conditions 

of urban people rather than rural ones. 

Although inequality is inevitable in urban metabolism, the HCMC government can 

create favorable conditions to mitigate the consequences of urbanization. Yet, the state chose 

economic development as a priority on their agenda so the status of inequalities between the 

peri-urban and center urban in HCMC are still strong, which is the downside of urbanization 

and is unlikely to be avoided. 
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4.2. Powers of creating or controlling inequalities between urban and peri-urban 

4.2.1. State power 

According to many scholars, interventions of the state usually affect the development 

process (Behera, 2006; Casares, Tortella, & el-Khazen, 2000; Kramer & Flanagan, 2012). In 

the urban development of HCMC, there are also two scenarios for state intervention in the urban 

metabolism process. The successful interventions will help solve the inequities between the 

urban and the peri-urban. Conversely, intervention failure can cause inequalities and even make 

them more serious. According to the above analysis, the state intervention, in this case, is the 

second scenario. There are many causes of this failure. 

Firstly, the peri-urban lacks a comprehensive, robust and rational institution to control 

the influence of power groups on natural resources, especially on the land resource (May, 2015). 

This leads to inequalities due to speculation and corruption. Moreover, some policies of the 

state are unreasonable, unrealistic and lack social consensus. In addition, some policies are 

overlapping, tenacious, and ineffective (Lucius, 2009). These policies led to interactions 

between political and economic institutions and affect the way humans interact with their 

environment. In this case, they prevent people from interacting with their urban environment 

and force them to interact with the rural environment in certain ways. 

Secondly, there are many limitations in decentralization and autonomy that are 

considered as the barriers to equality between the urban and peri-urban although these areas 

contribute a large portion to the national budget (C. T. Nguyen, 2013). As mentioned above, 

healthcare and education systems in HCMC clearly demonstrate an ineffective intervention of 

state governance, leading to an imbalance in quality and quantity of public services between 

the urban and peri-urban. Lack of resources for investment in infrastructure to improve the 

suburban environment is also one of the consequences of inefficient allocation of resources 

from the government. For the environment, a suburban environment with rapid urbanization 

speed is likely to be more vulnerable than an urban environment. However, the urban is often 

given more environmental investment priority over the suburban. More seriously, the 

government apparatus in the peri-urban is the same as the center and rural areas while this area 

is facing more problems (V. N. Le, 2007). Issues such as pollution, illegal construction and 

social evils are not effectively controlled because of low institutional capacity, weak 

coordination and cooperation, limited independence, corruption, the over-centralization of 

environmental responsibilities in weak national environmental bureaucracies. 

Thirdly, there is still a state monopoly in public services such as electricity, water, 

healthcare, and education while the quantity and quality of their services have not met the 

demand of urban development (X. Q. Dinh, 1999; T. M. Dinh, 2014). In addition, the state does 

not guarantee fair competition between state and private companies to improve the quality of 

supply (D. D. Le, 2013). The privatization process of state-owned companies is slow and 

limited. 

4.2.2. Market power 

The market is one of the strongest influences on the urban metabolism process of HCMC 

(Kontgis et al., 2014). The increase in production and consumer demand has triggered market 

factors that focus on production and services. This process changes the labor market; many 
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people from the agricultural sector are forced to become workers, small businesses or 

unemployed. These impacts change livelihoods and income. 

Market participation in suburban public services from many sectors especially private 

sector has improved but is still constrained by the monopoly and affiliation of state-owned 

companies (T. M. Dinh, 2014, D. D. Le, 2013). Namely, HCMC health system lacks 

privatization because of unattractive policies such as tax, patient fees and quality and facility 

guidelines as shown above. And low demand in the healthcare of the peri-urban low-income 

households does not create the potential market for private investors. They will not try to exploit 

the investment opportunities in the peri-urban if the HCMC healthcare policymakers do not try 

to constitutionalize privatization and public-private partnership for healthcare policy. Similarly, 

education costs are so expensive for many peri-urban families and thus, become challenges of 

privatizing the education system. 

4.2.3. Civil society power 

The power of civil society organizations in Vietnam is currently weak because the 

establishment of a civil society organization requires many strict conditions by the law. 

Therefore, the formal power of the people is mainly expressed through state organizations 

(Kerkvliet, 1995; P. T. Le, 2013; Wischermann, Nguyen, Bui, Dang, & Nguyen, 2015). Land 

compensation and reallocation between the project developers and displaced residents in the 

urbanization process are unreasonable due to inequality in power distribution and the week 

voice of civil society. An urbanization process without “participation” and “empowerment” can 

make policies reflect only the government’s wishes and ignore the experience and culture of 

peri-urban people. 

Furthermore, NGOs face many challenges due to lack of support and bureaucracy of 

local authorities (Hannah, 2007) as in the fields of health care and education. NGOs play an 

important role in reducing health and education inequality in developing countries like Viet 

Nam. However, the peri-urban area does not get enough help and funds from NGOs as expected 

because it is quite difficult for NGOs to get the permit from the city to local authorities for this. 

5. Conclusion 

Understanding UPE can provide useful references for analyzing and comparing the 

inequality status between the urban and peri-urban in HCMC based on their “everyday 

practices” in economics, public services, and the environment. This study showed many 

inequalities between the two areas during the inevitable urban metabolism. Furthermore, the 

urban political ecology approach can point out the reasons of these inequalities based on the 

power interaction between the state, civil society and market. This study found that the 

centralization of state power, lack of control over the relationship between public-private group 

interest, lack of participation of the civil actor in the decision-making process have led to the 

failure of the intervention of urban metabolism, causing inequalities between the urban and 

peri-urban of HCMC. Apart from analyzing and interpreting the situation, UPE also suggests 

some solutions to eradicate the inequities between the urban and peri-urban. To adjust the power 

imbalance in the urban metabolism, the urban political ecologists support the views that urban 

governance should shift from a state-centric management model to a governance model 

involving non-state actors such as market actors and civil society. 
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The implications for further research are on innovative solutions for the governance 

model of the city to solve the inequalities between the urban and rural-urban, including the 

development of a good institutional framework for urban governance; renovation of public 

services in the direction of effective urban governance; and more transparency and 

accountability focus. 
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