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Background
This paper has been prepared at the request of the Committee for Ethnic Minorities (CEM) as a background paper for a meeting on the challenges of tackling ethnic minority poverty over the next five years. The paper documents trends on ethnic minority poverty over the last decade, drawing often on data collected through the two Vietnam Living Standards Surveys (VLSS) of 1993 and 1998 and the two Vietnam Household Living Standard Surveys (VHLSS) of 2002 and 2004. These surveys, carried out by the General Statistics Office (GSO), provide high quality data and estimates of poverty that are comparable over time.
. In addition, the paper uses data from a range of qualitative research carried out by Vietnamese research institutes and by local and international organizations. Recent work by the Institute of Ethnic Minorities (IEM), a research institute attached to CEM, has been particularly informative. This is the first draft of the paper. We are grateful for comments received from Jeffrey Waite, Nguyen The Dzung and Robin Mearns. Additional feedback and comments are very welcome. Please send to rswinkels@worldbank.org, and cturk@worldbank.org.
Overview
The evidence presented in this paper shows the extent to which ethnic minority poverty is persisting in Vietnam. More worrying, it demonstrates that hunger among ethnic minorities is still widespread, even when ethnic minorities are living in parts of the country that are experiencing rapid growth. The paper describes how problems in the access to land of different types, particularly the ability to use forestry land in a profitable manner, may partially explain the slow progress for these groups. These problems in accessing land are compounded by agricultural extension services that are ill-suited to the needs of upland farmer. 
On the positive side, the paper provides evidence of improving access to basic services over recent years. Efforts to provide additional subsidies for basic education and curative healthcare seem to be increasingly effective in reaching ethnic minority populations. In education, it appears that this is already having a beneficial impact on educational attainment – though this requires confirmation through other data sources. It is not yet clear the degree to which the greater outreach of healthcare cards and health insurance is translating into improved health status for ethnic minorities. 
The paper finishes by presenting some data relating to activities of two of the National Target Programs (NTPs) that are oriented specifically to poverty reduction. Here we find trends of improving outreach in credit provision and increasing accessibility. At the same time, there is evidence of unhelpful stereotypes and misconceived attitudes on the part of district officials that may restrict the participation of ethnic minorities in local development activites and which may negatively influence the design of programs and activities designed to support ethnic minorities. 
1. Poverty and Hunger
The population of Vietnam has enjoyed well-documented improvements in living standards over the past decade. While 58 percent of the population was living in poverty in 1993, only 20 percent of the population was still poor in 2004.  Figure 1 demonstrates that the improvements have been much more rapid for the Kinh and Chinese populations than for the ethnic minorities. Despite the attention and efforts made by the Government, 61 percent of ethnic minority people were still poor in 2004, while only 14 percent of Kinh and Chinese people were still living in poverty. The graph shows that the gap in welfare between the majority and minority groups has grown over the decade, resulting in a situation where ethnic minorities are 39 percent of all poor people, despite representing only 14 percent of the total population of Vietnam. This represents a near-doubling of the proportion of ethnic minorities in the poor population in eleven years. If these trends remain unchanged, this graph suggests that poverty in five years’ time will be overwhelmingly an issue of ethnicity. 
Figure 1: The difference between Kinh and ethnic minority poverty widens.
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Source: Vietnam Living Standard Survey 1993 and 1998, Vietnam Household Living Standard Survey 2002 and 2004 conducted by the General Statistics Office (GSO)
This picture of rapid poverty reduction for the Kinh and Chinese combined with much more modest progress for ethnic minority populations holds true in every region of the country. In most regions, the poverty rate for the Kinh and Chinese in 2004 lies around the national average of 13.5 percent. Even in regions considered more remote, the Kinh population has seen remarkable improvements in living standards. In the central Highlands, for example, 13.6 percent of the Kinh and Chinese population are poor in 2004. And in the North West, the poorest region in the country by a significant margin, still only 17 percent of the Kinh and Chinese are poor. Ethnic minorities, by contrast, have experiences far fewer gains in every region of the country except the Mekong Delta. With the exception of the Mekong Delta, ethnic minority poverty rates are above 50 percent in every region and are well above 70 percent in several regions. In one region – the South Central Coast – data show that more than 90 percent of ethnic minorities are living in poverty in 2004 while only 15 percent of Kinh and Chinese people within the same region are poor.  Figure 2 shows trends for Kinh and ethnic minority poverty in two mountainous regions - the North West and the Central Highlands – and demonstrates how Kinh people have found greater prosperity over recent years despite the disadvantages of geography. Poverty reduction among ethnic minorities in the North East has been more rapid than in these two regions. 

Figure 2: Gaps between Kinh and non-Kinh continue to grow.
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Source: Vietnam Living Standard Survey 1993 and 1998, Vietnam Household Living Standard Survey 2002 and 2004 conducted by the General Statistics Office (GSO)
More worrying still are the trends in hunger (Figure 3). It is possible, using the VLSS and VHLSS data to determine the proportion of the population whose consumption is so inadequate that it is unlikely to be meeting even basic nutritional needs. In 2004, four percent of the Kinh and Chinese population were experiencing this form of very severe poverty. By contrast, more than one third of all ethnic minorities in Vietnam were living in hunger at this time. Data from some regions show particularly severe poverty. Nearly half of the ethnic minorities living in the North West and in the Central Highlands are living in hunger. And in the South Central Coast, 72 percent of all ethnic minorities are food poor. By contrast, less than five percent of Kinh people living in these same regions were food poor in 2004.

Research conducted in 2005 in six provinces by the IEM also showed that large numbers of ethnic minorities are short of food for at least 2 months of the year. According to this study, 94 percent of the Thai interviewed in Nghe An and 87 percent of the Muong studied in Thanh Hoa do not have enough to eat for at least 2 months or longer. This figure was 54 percent among the Gia Rai in Gia Lai and 20 percent among the Hmong in Cao Bang (IEMA/WB, 2006).
Figure 3: Extreme poverty and hunger persists in the North West and Central Highlands but only among ethnic minorities.....
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 Source: Vietnam Living Standard Survey 1993 and 1998, Vietnam Household Living Standard Survey 2002 and 2004 conducted by the General Statistics Office (GSO)
The severity of ethnic minority poverty is confirmed by other poverty measures. The poverty gap, representing the extent to which the consumption of the poor falls short of consumption necessary to move out of poverty, shows that poor ethnic minorities are poorer than poor Kinh and Chinese. With a poverty gap of 2.6 percent, the Kinh and Chinese people who remain poor in 2004 are close to the poverty line, the likelihood being that they will exit poverty with sustained, high aggregate growth rates. Poor ethnic minorities, however, with an average poverty gap of 19.2 percent, are much further from the poverty line. It is unlikely that high growth alone will be able to lift this group out of poverty.
2. Land, Forestry and Extension Services
Ethnic minorities are a predominantly rural population, dependent on agricultural incomes to a far greater extent than their Kinh counterparts. This section considers recent data on access to land by ethnic minority groups, dwelling in particular on issues concerning ownership and control of forestry land. It also presents some recent findings on the delivery of extension services designed to support livelihoods for ethnic minority areas. Though, technically, these extension services are often packaged as part of the NTPs, they are discussed here because of their importance in enabling ethnic minorities to use land productively and profitably.
Land

Annual cropland is known to be equally distributed among households, except perhaps in the Mekong Delta. Data from the VHLSS 2004 show that nearly all ethnic minorities in the North East and North West have some form of annual cropland, although in the Central Highlands 12 percent have no annual cropland (Table 1). Of the rural Kinh population a relatively small proportion has annual cropland, probably because many do not rely on farming for their income. Ethnic minorities tend to have relatively large areas of annual cropland, but this includes sloping maize land, the quality of which is much lower than rice wetland. Nation-wide, only 14% of ethnic minority farmers have access to cropland that is gravity or pump irrigated, compared to 54% of the majority Kinh farmers. 
In the recent past, the allocation of perennial cropland and forestry land has often been based on the ability to invest in the land with labour and capital. Given that poor people, including the ethnic minorities, have a shortage of funds and labour, this policy has had the effect of excluding them from a large share of the land allocation. Table 1 shows that having perennial cropland (generally highly productive) is more common among the Kinh than Ethnic Minority households, especially in the Central Highlands.  More generally, having perennial tends to be consistently less common for the poorest quintile than for the richer groups in these regions. 
Ethnic minorities are very much more dependent on forestry land than Kinh people. With the exception of the Khmer and the Cham, who are settled in the Mekong Delta and the South East coast, ethnic minorities populate the more mountainous and forested areas of Vietnam. Despite this dependence on forestry land, the VHLSS shows that only twenty-four percent of ethnic minorities report having forestry land. This is particularly true in the North East and the North West, where 42 percent and 28 percent of ethnic minorities respectively have forestry land. Use of forest land is much less common among the Kinh (Table 1). In the Central Highlands, the region with the largest amount of forest land of the country, very few people (Kinh and non-Kinh) actually have forest land as most of this land has not yet been allocated to households. 

Table 1. Size of land used by Kinh and Ethnic Minorities in three regions in 2004 (rural Vietnam only)

	
	
	North East
	North West
	Central Highlands

	
	
	Kinh
	Ethnic Min
	Kinh
	Ethnic Min
	Kinh
	Ethnic Min

	Annual cropland
	% having land
	87
	98
	66
	99
	52
	88

	
	Size1 (m2)
	2714
	5059
	4800
	10980
	7198
	10370

	Irrigated annual cropland
	% having land2
	43
	13
	11
	2
	37
	17

	
	Size1 (m2)
	1741
	2007
	-
	-
	6025
	3690

	Perennial cropland
	% having land
	20
	19
	20
	19
	60
	46

	
	Size1 (m2)
	3513
	5460
	3834
	3585
	11119
	6894

	Forest land
	% having land
	16
	42
	15
	28
	2
	3

	
	Size1 (m2)
	8011
	17674
	-
	21182
	-
	-


Source: Vietnam Living Standard Survey 1993 and 1998, Vietnam Household Living Standard Survey 2002 and 2004 conducted by the General Statistics Office (GSO)
Notes: 1Size refers to mean size of land for those that have at least one piece of that land; ‘-‘ means sample observations are too small to provide a reliable estimate; 2 proportion of those that have annual cropland 
State Forestry Enterprises (SFEs) currently control 40 percent of the 11 million hectares of land classified as forested, which are often located in the poorest parts of the country. Only about one quarter of the total area of production and protection forest nationwide has been allocated to households (see Table 2). The forest land that is allocated to households is usually bare. According to data from the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Environment (MONRE) presented in Table 2, the Central Highlands had allocated only two percent of this land to households in 2003. This is confirmed by VHLSS data from 2004, which suggests that only three percent of households in the Central Highlands have long-term use rights to forestry land. These data reflect the continued importance of the SFEs in controlling the use of forestry land in the Central Highlands and suggest that the actions of the SFEs may well influence the livelihoods of forest-dependent households in that region. These data also provide a sharp contrast to the land ownership patterns in the northern uplands. In both the North West and the North East close to half the forestry land area has been allocated to households. 
Table 2. Total hectares of Production and protection forest and percent of regional total allocated to households or individuals (2003)

	Region
	Total Ha Forestland
	Production forest  allocated to households (ha)
	Protection forest  allocated to households (ha) 
	Total % of forestlands allocated to HHs (ha)

	Red River Delta
	151,427
	8,033
	24,930
	22

	North-East
	2,648,437
	802,632
	463,388
	48

	North- West
	1,273,718
	506,764
	84,472
	46

	North-Central
	1,965,417
	262,609
	208,984
	24

	Central Coast
	1,022,386
	51,464
	109,583
	16

	Central Highlands
	2,756,370
	38,628
	8,130
	2

	South East
	915,477
	1,307
	39,901
	5

	Mekong River Delta
	370,707
	46,977
	57,357
	28

	Vietnam
	11,070,976
	1,718,414
	996,745
	25


Source: TECOS using MoNRE data, 2006.

There has been some progress in the formal titling of forestry land and: 73 percent of ethnic minorities who have forestry land have a land use certificate for all their forestry plots, with the allocation of forestry to households being more advanced in the North East and North West than elsewhere in the country. 

Forest policies and programs
Recently there have been a number of studies that review the linkages between forestry and poverty reduction and livelihood improvement in Vietnam, including a study by the Vietnam Forestry University completed in 2006 and another by the World Bank in 2005. These studies provide evidence from different parts of the country that strong implementation of protection policies has undermined the possibilities of local people to survive and prosper. The areas where ethnic minority people live are often the ones that are now under strict protection. The result has been that many local people, mainly ethnic minorities, do not have opportunities to access forest resources even in areas where there are few other livelihood opportunities. This has had strong negative effects on the viability of local small-scale forest-based industries and livelihood options (Vietnam Forestry University, 2006).
In the forestry sector there have been a series of major programs to improve the conditions of the forests in the country. With both Program 327 on “regreening barren hills” and its successor, Program 661 (also called the five million hectare program) concern has centered mostly around reforestation and environmental protection. Poverty reduction has not been an objective of Program 661. As a consequence, although large amounts of resources have gone into this program evidence from recent research suggests that (Vietnam Forestry University, 2006) it has had little direct, beneficial impact on the incomes of the poor. Tree planting activities and wood processing have not provided substantial benefits to local ethnic minority communities (Vietnam Forestry University, 2006). 
The revised Law on Forest Protection and Development was approved by the National Assembly in November 2004 and provides the overall framework for the move towards more social and community-based forestry. For the first time, it recognizes the forest use-rights of households, communities and other sectors as well as their ownership of plantation forest.  It provides a framework for the multiple-use of the vast areas of protection forest in the uplands and for exploitation rights in these areas, which together could lead to new management systems that combine protection with production.  Pilot projects on community forestry in some provinces and the work of the Community Forestry Working Group under MARD have already generated valuable experience on the viability of community-based approaches and on appropriate methods of participatory forest land use planning and land allocation (often involving combinations of individual household and village allocation). There is clearly scope for applying these approaches more widely in the future. 
In spite of these developments, forestry plans and strategies continue to focus on the technical side of forestry activities such as silvicultural methods, forest extraction, processing and trading of forest products. Poverty and livelihood improvement are still rarely mentioned in the plans and the new draft Forest Strategy 2006-2020 also fails to prioritise poverty objectives. There is also very limited involvement of forest dependent people – mainly ethnic minorities - in the development of national or even local commune forest plans. Not surprisingly, local people often complain that they do neither understand forest policies nor do they know the exact forestland boundaries. While there is now a general acceptance that planning should be participatory, fundamental questions regarding the rights to forest products are still disputed. Local forest-dependent people have limited rights to use forest resources, especially those living in protection and special use forest areas. Evidence from the field suggests that the objectives of forest protection, conservation and poverty reduction tend to conflict (Vietnam Forestry University, 2006)
Decree 200 on the restructuring of State Forest Enterprises provides criteria for their transformation into either commercially viable wood businesses or effective public service entities, in particular, for forest protection.  In the process, Land Use Certificates for remaining underused land and scattered forest land will be transferred to households, communities and other users, including private sector enterprises. But implementation of this Decree has been hampered by lack of clarity on exact forest boundaries and the reverse incentives for reform whereby funding to SFEs under program 661 is linked to the area of protection forest land controlled by the SFEs (World Bank, 2005). Even when forest land is returned to local District People’s Committees, the land is not always handed over to local communities. In addition, the priority given in Decree 200 to reassigning land to former employees may be to the detriment of local ethnic minority communities. This is a particular concern in the uplands of the North Central Coast and Central Highland where ethnic minority communities reside within SFE land areas but were not in the past employed or contracted by them (Shanks and O’Reilly, 2005).    
Forest land allocation by itself does not help poor ethnic minorities overcome their poverty. Technologies, inputs and markets are needed to make the land productive. However, the management of forestry research and the provision of extension have failed to deliver benefits to poor ethnic minorities who are dependent on forest land. The existing forestry research and extension system in Vietnam is not well geared towards providing relevant services to poor farmers in upland or mountainous areas. As a consequence, even those ethnic minority farmers that have been allocated forest land do not have access to forestry or agroforestry technologies, inputs or markets that would enable them to make the forest land productive. 
What is the way forward? A number of options can be identified (Shanks and O’Reilly, 2005). These include: 
· First, introducing more unified control over forest land and resources under the district and commune authorities. This would provide a clearer basis for forest land allocation and secure the resource base for forest dependent communities. It would also permit the establishment of joint forest management arrangements (forests being jointly managed by local communities and forestry authorities). 
· Second, taking steps to ensure transparency and to monitor equity in forest land allocation and in the allocation of product usage rights. This could include a variety of measures, including ‘directed policies’ such as those already in existence for the re-assignment of land (Decree No.134) and the recent MARD Decision No.3 (7 January 2005) on exploitation of timber for dwelling construction to support poor ethnic minority communities. Making the cadastral maps of forest land publicly available would also be one important way of promoting greater transparency and accountability.  

· Third, a major coordinated effort in research, training and extension to support improvements in the quality and productivity of these forest resources and viable management systems. There is a need to ensure adequate investment in forestry research and extension, as well as increasing the contingent and capacity of forestry extension in these areas. Participatory techniques are needed to ensure the technologies are tested along criteria that are important for users - the local people.
· Fourth, specifically for protection forest areas – introducing more active multiple-use forest management systems that combine ‘production’ with ‘protection’, which would increase the incentives and benefits for households and communities to actively engage in forest management and protection. This should build on the comparative advantages of upland forest areas, especially for: conservation and production of valuable tree species that cannot be grown in other locations; and non-timber forest products development, production, processing and marketing. 

· Fifth, specifically for Special Use Forest areas – developing ways of creating employment for local ethnic minorities linked to the creation of formal protected areas for bio-diversity conservation, management of protected areas, tourism etc is also important.

Agricultural extension services

Providing access to agricultural technology and extension has been an important part of program 135 and the Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction Program (HEPR). Other components of these programs are discussed in more detail below. The agricultural extension component of these programs is discussed here. One of the main focuses of this assistance is on providing subsidized or free seeds of improved varieties of rice, maize or cassava. The recently completed study by the IEM and the World Bank (IEM/WB, 2006a) shows that ethnic minorities have started to adopt these. But these new varieties are only effective if they are combined with reliable irrigation, and inputs of fertiliser and pesticides. For the many poor ethnic minority farmers who cannot meet these conditions, these improved seed varieties are less useful, and they will continue to use their traditional varieties which do not require pesticides, irrigation or fertiliser. Most households that have chosen to use improved varieties have done so mainly because these seeds are free. In a number of cases, the improved varieties have become unpopular with local people. For example, in Cai Bang and Ha Giang, crossbred maize is of poor quality and difficult to preserve and so does not meet the demands of local people. Here farmers have fallen back on their traditional varieties. The provision of free seeds that are not always suitable for local conditions and poor households does not appear to be an effective approach on the long term. 
More generally, the IEM study concludes that the promotion of agricultural and livestock ‘models’ has met with many difficulties. ‘Models’ have been promoted often without regard for market demand and often required capital investment that farmers cannot afford. Often models are based on lowland agriculture and are promoted in upland and mountainous areas without prior testing and verification on local farms and with local people to check suitability for local conditions and needs. There has been little priority attached to ensuring that new technologies perform well along criteria that are important for local people. 
This top-down approach of making assumptions about what local people want and what they need without asking them has failed almost everywhere in the world and is outdated. Indigenous knowledge and local practice should be informing the work of scientist and researchers should clearly be taking local knowledge into account when designing new technologies to make them locally suitable. Researchers and extension agents also need to gather information on whether what they develop and promote actually works or does not work – a feedback loop that is currently missing in the management of research and extension. This information would lead to improvements in the ‘models’ and make them more suitable for local conditions. 

Many households reported they were trained in agricultural extension techniques but most reported these trainings were not very useful. The trainings are usually focused on theory and lack any practical sessions. Local people claimed that, to be effective, these trainings to be useful they have to be conducted in the field instead of in a class room (IEM/WB, 2006a). The research also revealed that more emphasis should be placed on the livestock training especially disease prevention. Animal husbandry is particularly underdeveloped in the Central Highlands. 
In conclusion, public extension services need to transition from a narrow range of production models that are developed by scientists at research centers towards promotion of farmer-led adaptation and marketing of higher value products (World Bank, 2006). A special focus is needed on making research and extension more relevant for upland and mountainous areas and more geared towards local needs through the involvement of local ethnic minorities in the development, testing, evaluation and promotion of new agricultural and livestock technologies (‘models’).

3. Health and education

Much of the previous literature on ethnic minorities in Vietnam has found persistent disadvantage in the access by ethnic minorities to basic health and education services. This section presents some recent data that suggest some instruments to promote greater access to basic services may be beginning to generate important returns. Education outcomes seem to have improved quite significantly in recent years. Less information is available on health outcomes, but data indicate that coverage with healthcare cards and subsidized health insurance is improving.

Health
The Vietnam National Health Survey of 2001-02 (VNHS) reveals patterns of disadvantage with regards to health status across the country. Given the extent of food poverty among ethnic minorities, it is not surprising that the highest rate of under 5 malnutrition found among children belonging to ethnic groups of the Central Region and Central Highlands, where nearly half of children are underweight for their age. About 35 percent of children in ethnic groups of the Northern mountainous region and Southern Vietnam are underweight, compared with one quarter of Kinh-Hoa children. With such a high rate of malnutrition, suitable and efficient measures should be focused on ethnic minority groups, both in urban and rural areas and especially on ethnic groups in Central Vietnam and the Central Highlands.

Figure 4.  Proportion of underweight among children by ethnicity and age


Source: Vietnam National Health Survey 2001-02

Government policies of recent years have focused on alleviating the costs of curative health care for households defined as poor by the Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs (MOLISA), either through the provision of healthcare cards that allow free treatment or by providing free health insurance. The VHLSS 2004 shows that there has been an increase in the proportion of the population covered by either free healthcare cards or health insurance. The increase has been more dramatic for ethnic minorities than for Kinh people and has been particularly striking in the North East, the North West, the central coastal regions and the central highlands. In several regions, more than 70 percent of ethnic minorities possess either health insurance or a healthcare card.

Table 3. Coverage of health insurance and healthcare cards by ethnicity, 1998 and 2004

	Regions
	Ethnic minorities
	Kinh/Chinese

	
	1998
	2004
	1998
	2004

	
	Proportion of people that have…… (%)

	
	 health insurance
	health insurance
	health insurance or free healthcare card
	health insurance
	Health insurance
	health insurance or free healthcare card

	North East
	8
	18
	42
	19
	36
	42

	 North West
	3
	34
	70
	16
	44
	55

	Central Highlands
	1
	7
	70
	5
	27
	36

	Mekong River Delta
	3
	34
	43
	11
	21
	26

	Total
	8
	23
	55
	17
	30
	35


 Source: Vietnam Household Living Standard Survey 2004 conducted by the General Statistics Office 
Despite the high rate of coverage by these instruments designed to alleviate the costs of curative healthcare, ethnic minorities seek healthcare less than Kinh people. In 2004, according to the VHLSS, ethnic minority people who have sought treatment have made on average 2.3 out-patient visits. Kinh people who have sought treatment have made on average 3.5 visits. Participatory poverty assessments and reviews of national target programmes suggest that there are number of factors that limit the extent to which poor people use the healthcare cards or health insurance to seek treatment when sick. These include unclear guidance on how to use the cards/insurance, a common scenario being that cardholders are told what entitlements the cards confer at the time of distribution, but then are given contradictory information by service providers on seeking treatment. Other factors included administrative errors (such as incorrect details on the cards or delays in issuance) which made the cards unusable when people fell sick. A recently-announced government intention of reaching the entire population with health insurance by 2010 requires parallel efforts to ensure that ethnic minorities (who may speak little Vietnamese) receive adequate, comprehensible information about their rights and entitlements to free healthcare. It also requires that financing and delivery mechanisms are in place to fulfill obligations to healthcare card and insurance holders.
Education

The IEM notes in recent research that local authorities often explain the persistent poverty in terms of “cultural backwardness” and “backward traditions” (IEM/WB, 2006a). The IEM report suggests that there are other reasons for the persistence of poverty and that this emphasis on “backwardness” is misplaced. A review of the education data that is available from the VHLSS and other surveys support the IEM and suggest that it is not “backwardness” that is a problem, but that the delivery of education services fails to deliver comparable educations outcomes for ethnic minority and Kinh children (Figure 5). Though improving fast, at all levels of education, ethnic minority children have lower enrolment rates than Kinh children.  And ethnic minority girls fare especially poorly. Age specific enrolment rates for 15-17 years olds show that ethnic minority girls lag twelve percentage points behind ethnic minority boys in accessing education.
The low enrolment rates among ethnic minorities for lower secondary and upper secondary education that were recorded in the late 1990’s may now be improving. But the legacy of these earlier low enrolment rates is a population of young ethnic minority adults who have significantly inferior education attainment in comparison with their Kinh counterparts. As can be seen from Figure 5, only 29 percent of all ethnic minority adults have completed at least lower secondary education compared with 52 percent of Kinh adults. This may well be perpetuating the dominant view that ethnic minorities are “backward”.   
Fig 5: Educational attainment of Kinh/ Hoa and Ethnic minorities, adults of 18 years and older, 1993-2004


[image: image4]
Source: Vietnam Living Standard Survey 1993 and 1998, Vietnam Household Living Standard Survey 2002 and 2004 conducted by the General Statistics Office (GSO)
Moreover, a recent assessment of learning outcomes in 3660 schools across the country shows that a combination of lower quality teaching, poor facilities, long travel times and language issues mean that grade 5 children in ethnic minority areas are learning less than those in other parts of the country (World Bank, 2004a). Isolated schools showed consistently lower achievement levels in both mathematics and reading, prompting the report to conclude that, “It is clear... that it is the ethnic minority pupils in the isolated areas in the Northwest, Central Highlands and Mekong Delta regions who need to start school earlier and repeat grades less… It could also be argued that such schools should be better resourced in order to overcome the deficits of their intake of pupils. The school heads need to consider the possibility of introducing school intervention programs.” 
In recent years, various pilots have been initiated to trial innovative mechanisms to engage communities more in the provision of educations services. These include the formation of more active parent-teacher associations in ethnic minority areas, more intensive efforts to train ethnic minority teachers and experimentation with mother tongue instruction in the early years of education. A careful review of these pilots could be warranted with a view to systematizing and mainstreaming successful elements.
It seems as if recent efforts to transfer more resources to those most at risk educationally may be beginning to show some impact. This is indicated by increasing numbers of children covered by exemptions from school fees and contributions (see section 4). In addition, table 4 shows the increase in the number of schools attaining Fundamental School Quality Levels (FSQL), grouped according to the poverty level of the districts where the schools are found. The improvements are concentrated in the poorest districts, indicating that a recent concerted effort to focus on quality improvement in the most deprived parts of the country has had some success. 
Table 4. Proportion of schools meeting fundamental school quality levels in 2004 and 2005

	District quintile
	Poverty rate* in 1999 (%)
	% meeting fundamental school quality levels
	Increase (%)

	
	
	2004
	2005


	

	Richest Districts
	12
	69
	70
	1.3

	Near richest
	32
	68
	69
	2.6

	Middle
	41
	65
	68
	4.4

	Near poorest
	52
	63
	66
	4.4

	Poorest Districts
	74
	56
	61
	8.3

	All
	42
	64
	67
	4.4


Source: MOET – Project on education for disadvantaged children

* Poverty rate is calculated using the VLSS 1998 and the 1999 Population Census
4. National target programs to tackle ethnic minority poverty

Acknowledging that growth alone will not address persistent poverty in remote regions and that targeted assistance is necessary, the Government has introduced a number of initiatives over recent years. These include the national target programs (NTPs), such as Programme 135 and the Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction Program (HEPR), along with stronger efforts to ensure that mainstream expenditure delivers benefits in remote areas. In recent years the norms for allocating recurrent budget expenditure have been adjusted to incorporate poverty criteria. By the end of this year the Government plans to introduce new norms for the allocation of investment expenditure, which will also include a poverty dimension.
Two of the most notable NTPs with the respect to poverty reduction targets are the program 135 (P135) and the HEPR. The HEPR program has targeted households defined as poor using MOLISA definitions, offering many different forms of support. Previous analysis suggests that some of these have little discernible impact. Those which have most impact, such as subsidized credit, healthcare cards or health insurance and exemptions from education costs, are discussed below. 

School fee exemptions

Data suggest reasonable access by ethnic minorities to HEPR components. According to the VHLSS 2004, 95 percent of ethnic minorities enjoyed a complete exemption from primary school tuition fees and 60 percent reported an exemption from fees at lower secondary level. In addition, more than half of primary students reported either a complete or partial exemption from school contributions – often the most expensive part of education. Nearly 30 percent had some kind of exemption from school contributions at lower secondary level. Reported exemptions are much higher for ethnic minorities than for Kinh households, indicating that government efforts to promote stronger educational attainment for ethnic minorities are beginning to reach out to target groups. 

Access to credit
Access to formal sector credit also seems to be improving for ethnic minorities. Thirty-one percent of ethnic minorities took a loan from a bank in the 12 months preceding the VHLSS 2004 (compared with one quarter of Kinh households). The Vietnam Bank for Social Policy (VBSP), in particular, seems to favour ethnic minorities; only four percent of Kinh people had a loan from the this source while more than 10 percent of ethnic minorities had taken a loan from the social policies bank in the preceding year. Though there is no disadvantage in terms of accessing formal sector financial services, there is a disadvantage with regards to loan size. Loans taken by ethnic minorities are very significantly smaller than loans taken by Kinh people.  
An important exception to the general trend of increasing outreach of targeted assistance to ethnic minorities is the landless population in the Mekong Delta, many of whom belong to the Khmer minority group. A recent draft report describes a pattern of landlessness and seasonal migration among the Khmer population of the Mekong delta (IEM/ WB, 2006c). Their lack of land and perhaps their long absences from their place of formal residence seems to mean that many poor Khmer households are slipping through holes in the HEPR safety net (Ravallion and van de Walle, 2006).

Recent research by the IEM confirms that access to credit has indeed increased in recent years due to an expansion in outreach of VBARD and the Social Policy Bank. However they also conclude the current efforts are lacking in a number of respects (IEM/ WB, 2006b):
1. First, the formal banks are unable to reach all ethnic minorities in remote areas on their own. To enhance their outreach, they are collaborating with mass organizations and non-government organizations (NGOs). However, this collaboration is currently constrained by the legal environment. The law does not allow banks to lend to some local organizations in particular some informal ones. These organizations, if permitted, could usefully on-lend to group members and individuals. Mass organizations also appear to lack capacity and resources to deal effectively with retailing loans from formal banks. 

2. Second, the emphasis on subsidised interest rates for loans appears to negatively affect the quality of service delivery. The study found that ethnic minorities in remote areas are less concerned about low interest rates than about being able to obtain a loan. Enhancing loan availability, as well as making available a wider range of loan products in terms of lending terms and loan sizes seems to be preferred above subsidizing interest rates.
3. In spite of high demand from ethnic minorities, little attention has been paid by formal banks to providing savings facilities. Currently available savings products are inadequate and a wider range of services would be needed. Minimum deposits should be lowered and mobile banking facilities are required (IEM/WB, 2006b). 
Program 135

Program 135 aims to improve the living standards of people resident in communes that are in “especially difficult circumstances”. The first phase of P135 provided support to approximately 2400 communes, of which about 1900 were chosen because of their remoteness or high poverty levels. The remaining communes were supported because of their status as border communes or “safety zone” communes. Though the first phase of the project program had eight components, around two-thirds of the resources have been spent on the construction of small-scale infrastructure. The first phase of P135 also included a small component for sedentarising shifting cultivators and resettling small mountainous communities in larger villages to facilitate service delivery. 
The annual sums allocated to targeted poverty alleviation programs have grown steadily since the year 2000. This trend mainly reflects the expansion in the number of communes covered by program 135. In 2003, if resources were allocated evenly among households, Program 135 alone roughly allocated about VND 500,000 per household in a beneficiary commune (World Bank, 2004b). The spending of targeted programs for poverty reduction in 2003 amounted to about 0.4% of GDP or about VND 5.6 trillion (USD 180 million).

Figure 6. Trends in access to roads for Kinh and Ethnic Minorities in rural Vietnam 1998-2004
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Figure 6 shows that recent investments have brought about improvements in accessibility for rural populations. The proportion of people living within two kilometers of an all weather road has increased for both Kinh and ethnic minority rural residents in the six years between 1998 and 2004. Improvements were similar for Kinh and ethnic minority groups and, for both, improvements in accessibility seem to be accelerating in recent years. Ethnic minorities clearly still face a disadvantage when compared with the Kinh; about one third of ethnic minorities live more than two kilometers from an all-weather road.
Sedentarisation

The Government of Vietnam has long had programmes to discourage ethnic minorities from practicing shifting cultivation or from shifting residences (or both). The “Fixed Cultivation and Sedentarisation Programme” (FCSP) was established in 1968 with objectives of  reducing poverty, promoting access to education, arresting forest destruction and promoting national security. By 1990, this programme had targeted 2.8 million people and reached 1.9 million of them. A review report suggested that results from these activities were mixed, with only one third of people living happily in their transformed circumstance. Since this time, the FCSP activities have been integrated into a number of national programmes, including the first phase of P135. 

A recent review of FCSP activities suggests that the policy to limit shifting cultivation has been based on a number of misconceptions about shifting agricultural practices and migratory movements (Institute of Ethnic Minorities, 2005). This research found that criteria for identifying groups as targets for FCSP activities were subjective in nature, often targeting people that were neither practicing shifting cultivation nor moving residence. The research notes that participation and consultation with villagers was often very limited and that authorities were using “voluntary encouragement” to implement FCSP activities. The research found that although many people who had moved were happy in their new residences, the FCSP had not been an effective instrument in changing agricultural practices, nor had these activities had an impact on poverty levels. The report concludes that FCSP has largely not met any of its stated objectives, a finding which reflects evaluations of similar activities in other countries. The researchers propose that alternative, more integrated strategies be developed to promote locally-appropriate development that is small-scale, long-term and both culturally and environmentally sustainable.    

Participation in decision-making
Reviews of the first phase of P135 indicate gaps in participatory processes and inadequate decentralization that have sometimes resulted in inappropriate investment decisions. The CEM is attempting to address these problems in the phase 2 of P135. Indeed, P135 phase 2 is an ambitious program in terms of the intended decentralization of responsibilities for investment ownership to commune level on a large geographical scale, the intended shift to smaller-scale investments and activities focused more at village level, and the need to introduce enhanced participatory planning and implementation methods and processes. 
These design innovations have important implications for program management at the local government levels in order to ensure that sufficient human resources are available – in both quantity and quality – for effective program implementation, for monitoring and reporting systems, and with respect to inter-agency coordination. They also have implications in terms of raising the awareness of local officials, who are not always inclined to consult widely or to take seriously the feedback that is provided from consultation exercises. Other community-driven development programs have also found that an effective communication strategy is critically important. Information should be available in diverse forms and styles to be accessible and sensitive to diverse target groups and audiences with different backgrounds in terms of ethnicity, age; gender; social status and posts; and different communications media e.g. radio, TV, loudspeakers, books, leaflets, open forums during market days, etc.

Attitudes towards ethnic minorities
Many officials, researchers and the media use language that suggests that the culture and behaviour of ethnic minorities are backward and tradition-bound. Widespread acceptance of this view in society at large has a number of possible consequences. First, once it is accepted that the culture of one group is somehow more advanced than the cultures of others, there is less incentive to include ethnic minorities in decisions that are designed to help them. An example of this lies in the past implementation of the program 135, where there has been a reluctance to decentralize project management to the commune level when the districts believe that the commune lack the skills or knowledge to make the correct decisions. Secondly, these attitudes can lead to development interventions that are appropriate for the dominant culture, but not always suitable for the minority cultures. An example of this includes the introduction of agricultural models derived from Kinh farming systems into ethnic minority farming systems. This is also exemplified in the sedentarisation policies of government. Finally, some studies suggest that these attitudes can have a negative effect on the self-esteem of minority groups. Continual exposure to material that describes their practices as “backward” may alienate ethnic minority groups and discourage their participation in public life. 
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		Ethnic minority poverty rates by region 1993- 2002
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		Ethnic minority poverty rates by region 1993- 2002
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