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I. Introduction  

 “How is life in South Vietnam, specifically in Biên Hòa, Đồng Nai?” That is a question 

my parents, immigrants from Vietnam, are asked by some foreigners from time to time. My father 

was one of the millions of Vietnamese Boat People who left Vietnam after the events of April 

1975, the Fall of Sàigòn, which saw a unification of Vietnam under the Communist regime. After 

having arrived in Canada in 1986, my father sponsored my mother and she came to Canada in the 

year 2000 just days after their wedding in Biên Hòa. Occasionally, they tell me their childhood 

stories. Contrary to what some ignorant people might say, my parents lived in very financially 

stable families. Despite the 1950s diaspora in North Vietnam which saw their parents (my 

grandparents), having to rebuild life from scratch in Biên Hòa, they were able to forge for 

themselves an average lifestyle with a high standard of living. Therefore, my parents had very 

good childhoods.  

 As I scrolled through Facebook and Vietnamese news sources, I constantly saw people 

living in poverty in and around Biên Hòa. I questioned why in a (now) advanced city, and 

progressive area, people were still living in four unstable wall structures? Why are there people 

out in the streets holding their hats out, relying on the charity of others? Why are there elderly 

people going around townships selling “vé số” (lottery tickets)? These images and thoughts 

prompted me to question, “In a developed city like Biên Hòa where there are hubs of people 

ranging from financially stable to wealthy like those living in the Kẻ Sặt area, what factors (e.g. 

political, environmental, religious, behavioural, etc.) are causing many families in Biên Hòa (and 

its surrounding areas) to live in a state of poverty and what solutions are being put in place to solve 

this problem?”  
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 Thus, in this paper, I will be examining and determining the factors that are leaving 

Vietnamese people in the province of Đồng Nai (with a focus on the city of Biên Hòa) in such 

state and whether people, especially the government and the citizens of Vietnam are doing 

anything to address to issue. Upon my research based on scholarly and notable sources, I have 

found that the factors affecting the poverty rates in Đồng Nai, Vietnam are the Đổi Mới era, the 

state of life, including lack of concern for the ethnic minorities and the “concern” provided by the 

Government of Vietnam – these three particular factors are affecting the poverty rates and 

substandard state of life in Vietnam in this modern era.  
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II. Background about the Topic  

Biên Hòa is a city in south Vietnam in the province of Đồng Nai. My parents derived from 

the city, specifically the Kẻ Sặt area, and within that neighbourhood, a large number of them are 

wealthy. Many families, like that of my maternal and paternal 

grandparents, were migrants from north Vietnam to south Vietnam 

in the 1950 diaspora in order to escape Communism. They, along 

with many people from the original township of Kẻ Sặt (in Hải 

Dương, North Vietnam) had to start lives from scratch in an area of 

South Vietnam. While the migrants brought with them some 

possessions (based on accounts from my parents, they even brought 

the church bell from the Kẻ Sặt Church in North Vietnam which was 

later installed in the Kẻ Sặt Church in South Vietnam), and they 

slowly founded their own business and both my maternal and 

paternal families 

live very stable lives 

in south Vietnam.  

However, I am aware that Biên Hòa, Đồng 

Nai and its surrounding cities in Đồng Nai have not 

a small number of people living in poverty.1 The 

Catholic Diocese of Xuân Lộc, which covers the 

city of Biên Hòa and most of Đồng Nai, finds its 

 
1 See: Well Begun, Not Yet Done: Vietnam’s Remarkable Progress on Poverty Reduction and the Emerging 

Challenges published by World Bank, page 104.  

Figure 1 Location of the province of Đồng 

Nai in red. (Image: Wikimedia Commons) 

Figure 2 The province of Đồng Nai with the city of Biên 

Hòa in dark red. (Image: Wikimedia Commons) 
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bishop, Joseph Đạo Đức Đinh going out to the poorest of areas, which are underdeveloped, and 

rarely spoken about in the news. The images of the bishop visiting the underprivileged areas of his 

diocese which covers that of my parents’ hometown prompted me to do more research on the state 

of poverty in Biên Hòa and led me to learning about initiatives the government and people in the 

region are actively doing to combat poverty. 

Vietnam is not as well known as to its neighbouring countries like China and Korea. While 

a YouTube search may give people very rich Vietnamese cuisine with spring rolls, fish sauce, rich 

noodle dishes, etc., Vietnam from what my parents and other Vietnamese-Canadians describe is 

not necessarily what the media portrays. When people think of poverty, the images of children in 

the Middle-East or Africa comes up, and that caused me to wonder if various parts of Vietnam 

have such images – and yes, there are such images in Vietnam. Poverty in Vietnam is not often 

spoken of in the news. The media only portrays the tip of the iceberg of the reality of Vietnam. 

The goal of my research is to uncover the façade that shrouds the most forgotten regions of 

Vietnam because the forgotten places and people are usually the ones living in the lowest standards 

of life in Vietnam. 

As a Communist country and an Asian country, the factors contributing to poverty seem to 

be different than those of homelessness and poverty in Canada, Toronto specifically. Looking 

through its history has provided me with some insight into such reasons.  

This topic is significant as it concerns an injustice in a Vietnamese society influenced by 

communism. From this, we may see patterns of injustices of poverty among Communist nations. 

As a Vietnamese-Canadian, I find this to be a topic that should matter to those outside of Vietnam 

because we are the ones that have the voice to ask our government leaders for aid on the people of 

Vietnam’s behalf. We are able to do so without a fear of oppression.  
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III. Analysis and Discussion 

Poverty Rate(s) in Đồng Nai within the Central Highlands Region 

 While my parents came from a wealthy area, I was interested in learning about the poverty 

rates in the province of Đồng Nai. According to World Bank, Đồng Nai is a province that falls in 

the South East region of Vietnam, and is one of the provinces that are, “industrialized and 

contribute significantly to economic development in the region.” (Well Begun 91) The South East 

region is the “most economically developed and also the most urbanized region in Vietnam,” the 

document states, noting the region’s economic hub in Ho Chi Minh City, a province with borders 

neighbouring Biên Hòa. While considering such a fact, based on 2009 statistics, Đồng Nai 

province, with a population of 2,483,210 people which is 2.89% of the population of Vietnam, 

contains within itself a poverty rate mean of 11.73% (with standard error percent of 2.21%) 

resulting in 291,223 of impoverished people in the province, taking a 1.73 share of total poverty 

in Vietnam. (97)2 This share of total poverty in Vietnam is the third highest in the Central 

Highlands Region which based on this document3 covers the provinces of Kontum all the way to 

Ho Chi Minh City. That must be compared with the “Percentage of People in the Richest 20%”, 

in which in 2009, Đồng Nai had a mean of 19.47% (with 3.27% standard error). (104) The poverty 

rate in Đồng Nai did not change much compared to 2002, in which the poverty rate then was 11.1% 

(Centre for International Economics, “Vietnam Poverty Analysis” 94).  

Referencing more recent statistics, the population of Đồng Nai is approximately 3,086,100 

people (Statistical Yearbook of Vietnam (Niên Giám Thống Kê) 2018 90).  Looking at 

 
2 These statistics from World Bank’s “Well Begin, Not Yet Done” document in 2009, provided “estimation based on 

the 2009 Population and Housing Census and the 2010 VHLSS”. 
3 Some sources I used have classified Đồng Nai in the South East region.  
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governmental statistics, things are a little different. Table I shows the poverty rate specifically from 

Đồng Nai, with statistics from the latest official governmental statistics, from the Statistical 

Yearbook of Vietnam 2018 (Niên Giám Thống Kê 2018).4  In 2010, the year after the World Bank 

statistics of 2009 were taken, the poverty rate was 3.7% - a drastic drop from 11.73% poverty rate 

mean the previous year. The statistics of the Vietnamese government supposedly shows a drastic 

drop in the poverty rates within 2010 to 2018.  

Table 2 The Poverty rate in Đồng Nai according to the National Statistics Office of Viet Nam (Statistical Yearbook of Vietnam 

(Niên Giám Thống Kê) 2018 856)  

Poverty rate in Đồng Nai (acc. %) 

According to the 

Government's poverty line(5) 

According to multidimensions 

poverty rate(6) 

2010 2015 2016 2016 2017 2018 

3.7 0.8 0.5 0.8 0.7 0.5 

 

I invite you to ponder about these statistics and draw your own conclusions – could they be wrong? 

 
4 I honestly do not know if they used a different scale, or the poverty rate went from 11.1% to 3.7% within a year… 

or it is a discrepancy, but the numbers are very different. I assume that the statistics of the Statistical office took into 

consideration the different rates. According to these statistics though, it seems that the poverty rate in Đồng Nai has 

decreased drastically from 2010 to 2018. However, I do have some suspicions of these statistics as they are from the 

Communist Government of Vietnam and sometimes, there are inflation in numbers (based on what my parents say 

while in casual conversation). In an article dated March 13, 2019 on Đồng Nai’s website (www.baodongnai.com) 

which is the “tiếng nói của Đảng Bộ, Chính Quyền và Nhân Dân Tỉnh Đồng Nai,” (rough translation as: “the voice of 

the Party Committee, and Governmental Body for the People of Đồng Nai”), stated that within 2012 to 2018, the 

poverty rate in Đồng Nai went from 4.91% to 0.59% (Dung). Not to be biased, but based on background research of 

the corruption between government officials in Vietnam, I would not place total trust on governmental statistics from 

a government, which has officials and wealthy people as “bribe takers” and “bribe givers”. (Rand and Tarp 571)  I 

would rather put more trust and extrapolate on the statistics of those provided by World Bank.   
5 Footnote as stated in the Statistical Yearbook: “The Government's poverty line for 2011-2015 period is calculated 

by monthly average income per capita of household which is updated by CPI as follows: 400 thousand dongs for rural 

areas and 500 thousand dongs for urban areas in 2010; 570 thousand dongs and 710 thousand dongs in 2013; 605 

thousand dongs and 750 thousand dongs in 2014; 615 thousand dongs and 760 thousand dongs in 2015 and 630 

thousand dongs and 780 thousand dongs in 2016, respectively.” (Statistical Yearbook of Vietnam (Niên Giám Thống 

Kê) 2018 854) 
6 Footnote as stated in the Statistical Yearbook: “Multi-dimensional poverty rate is defined as follows:  

[…] 

- For urban area: Monthly average income per capita as 900 thousand dongs and below or between over 900 thousand 

dongs and 1,300 thousand dongs in 2016; monthly average income per capita as 935 thousand dongs and below or 

between over 935 thousand dongs and 1,350 thousand dongs in 2017; monthly average income per capita as 975 

thousand dongs and below or between over 975 thousand dongs and 1400 thousand dongs in 2018 and is deprived of 

at least 3 indicators measuring deprivation of access to basic social services.” (Statistical Yearbook of Vietnam (Niên 

Giám Thống Kê) 2018 854) 
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Could it simply be an inflation or deflation by the government? From the information I have 

gathered, it is evident that the factors that affect poverty in Vietnam, specifically Biên Hòa are 

unique, compared to the factors that affect that of North America or Europe, which I will strive to 

display in the following sections.  

The “Đổi Mới” Era 

 A concept that is continuously brought up by many scholars when studying poverty in 

Vietnam, especially within the South of Vietnam is the concept of “Đổi Mới”, a Vietnamese term 

which scholars translate as “renovation” (Dang 2). In order to understand Đổi Mới, it is important 

to understand that prior to this era in the 1980s Vietnam was known in the news as “one of the 

world's poorest countries,” (Wain 1) or in unmasked terms, “Vietnam was an extremely poor 

country, with a low rate of economic growth.” (Glewwe et al. 2, emphasis added). In order to 

understand the state of poverty, one must note  that the 1980s was the post-Vietnam War era, which 

saw not only a communist country torn by terror and war after the Fall of Saigon in 1975, but strict 

rules on trading, limiting economic growth as well. However, through the Đổi Mới process and 

policies in 1986, the government strived to give Vietnam an economic Pentecost.  

 Đổi Mới saw changes to five particular areas within the economic and political picture of 

Vietnam: [1] Loosening the restrictions on agriculture and trading of agricultural goods both 

nationally and internationally (2), [2] reduction of spending and modifications of the tax system in 

Vietnam to increase revenue (3), [3] “major policy changes […] in foreign trade and investment,” 

(3) [4] sector policy revisions, “especially in the areas of health and education,” (3) and [5] 

integration into the international economy (3).  
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 I had to seek clarification from my parents about what life prior to Đổi Mới really was. 

During casual conversation with my father late February 2020, my father explained to me that 

prior to Đổi Mới, life as a farmer was very difficult, especially in North Vietnam. Trade between 

cities was prohibited, let alone trading between North and South regions of Vietnam or 

international trading. Everything had to be locally sourced. However, when communism was 

introduced throughout the country, Vietnam was a very poor country with no economic or 

international trading relations. Đổi Mới loosened agricultural restrictions, trading restrictions and 

investing on health and education so to produce a fine economic picture for the country, but also 

produce people that would be useful to Vietnamese society and generating revenue.  

 Some scholars saw Đổi Mới as a positive change, in which “Vietnam’s economy has made 

remarkable progress,” (Dang 3) and an era that “led to tremendous economic growth and a 

dramatic reduction in poverty” (Sanders 46). The adoption of Đổi Mới, according to some has 

brought many fruits, especially going into the 2000s, as “Vietnam has exhibited remarkable 

success in eliminating poverty,” (46) with positive and promising poverty reduction statistics and 

Vietnam catching up and growing “faster than most countries in the world just four-years after 

1986,” (Dang 2). Along with that, 13-million Vietnamese people were lifted out of poverty post-

Đổi Mới between 2002-2008, after implementing the Đổi Mới policies (Sanders 46).  

 While Đổi Mới brought Vietnam economic fruits, painting a better façade for the country, 

some scholars consider Đổi Mới to be an injustice. For at least one scholar, Đổi Mới is, “CPV's 

[Communist Part of Vietnam] continued efforts to maintain its political legitimacy, and thus its 

rule over the country.” (Le 166) For another, it seems that Đổi Mới brought injustices towards the 

ethnic minorities of the country, considering “whether the benefits [of Đổi Mới] are shared equally 

between ethnic groups” (Dang 2). As the ethnic majority seem to continue to advance toward 
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higher standards of living, “ethnic minority people seem to continue falling behind ethnic majority 

groups.” (Dang 6) On another dimension, Đổi Mới has not only caused injustices to minorities 

within Vietnamese society, but interestingly, also influenced the way textbooks are written, as 

“conflicting interpretations of the past […] have increasingly emerged because of the Đổi Mới 

policy introduced by the [Communist] party.” (Großheim 172) 

 As evident by the information and concerns laid out by various scholars, both Vietnamese 

and non-Vietnamese, there is certainly much ambiguity in the effects of Đổi Mới. The main 

concern that I notice is that it is merely a façade for the government to showcase Vietnam to the 

world as members of the government and those who align themselves to communism reap its fruits, 

the minorities are the ones taken advantaged with Đổi Mới. Đổi Mới is a very complex topic 

encompassing both economic and political pictures of Vietnam. It is for that reason that Đổi Mới 

is important, even vital when speaking of the issue of poverty and the “dividing line” between 

higher and lower classes in Vietnam. 

Ethnic Minorities and Poverty  

 The state of poverty in Vietnam also bears “important non-monetary dimensions” which 

includes the “poverty of the 52 ethnic minority groups in Vietnam.” (Baulch et al. 2)  Currently, 

“the living standards of the ethnic minorities are improving but still lag seriously behind those of 

the majority Kinh-Hoa” (1). Yet, the disadvantages of the ethnic minorities lies not on Đổi Mới 

alone. The most dominant ethnic group in Vietnam are the “common” Vietnamese people, known 

as Kinh (dân tộc Kinh), but also included are the Hoa7 (the Chinese-Vietnamese). Đổi Mới in a 

sense disregarded ethnic minority groups by focusing their investments on privileged groups, 

 
7 “Hoa” is classified as an ethnic minority group in Vietnam. “Kinh” is classified as the ethnic majority.  
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particularly owners of large businesses who were predominantly Kinh and Hoa. Rather than 

unifying and bringing the whole country up, it seemed the Đổi Mới continued to instill divisions 

between majority and ethnic minority groups that have existed prior to 1975.  

 On a general scale, an analysis of poverty in Vietnam in 2003 (Minot et al.), cited in 

Vietnam - A New Economic Dragon in Southeast Asia? stated that, “lower income is accurately 

predicted by the level of education of the head of the household, the ability to speak Vietnamese, 

geographical remoteness, and in rural areas, agroclimatic factors.” (Welle-Strand et al. 162) 

Interestingly, The Vietnam Poverty Analysis report  listed some “explanations for the high poverty 

amongst ethnic minorities,” which included a lack of “access to land, poor quality of land, access 

to water, access to information and markets, lack of basic supplies, such as mosquito nets and 

warm clothes, difficulties in covering health treatment costs, and limited education — including 

limited Vietnamese language and literacy skills.” (Centre for International Economics 22–23). The 

former speaks from a general, nation-wide sense, while the latter spoke from a specific picture of 

the ethnic minority. Not surprisingly, isolation is a specific factor built into poverty rates among 

ethnic minorities (Well Begun 65).  

 The Đồng Nai Kinh population in 2009 took up approximately 93% (2,311,315 / 2,486,154 

= 0.9297) of the population (UNFPA 61). Therefore, it is safe to assume, after subtraction, that the 

ethnic minority took approximately 7% of the population of Đồng Nai. While I previously 

mentioned that I do not trust Vietnamese Communist government statistics, the statistics regarding 

ethnic majority and minorities in Đồng Nai in 2009 was also in line with that of the United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA) previously cited, with 92% majority and 8% minority (Dương 1).   

 The poverty rate of Đồng Nai in 2009 from World Bank’s statistics, was previously 

indicated as 11.73% (with standard error percent of 2.21%) (Well Begun 97). Would it be safe to 
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say that the majority of this percentage poverty consists of the ethnic minority? While I do not 

think it is fair to say that everyone of the ethnic minority is impoverished, based on the information 

presented at the beginning of this section from other scholars who have determined factors to the 

“gap” in the economic development of the ethnic minority compared to the ethnic majority, I 

determine that it is safe to say so.  

 Another factor that supports my conclusion above, is also based on the difference in 

poverty between the majority Kinh/Hoa and the ethnic minorities in Vietnam, as presented in Well 

Begun, Not Yet Done: Vietnam’s Remarkable Progress on Poverty Reduction and the Emerging 

Challenges 70: 

Table 2 Poverty Headcount, Gap and Severity in 2010, Kinh and Ethnic Minorities 

 

As evident, at least in 2010, the state of those in poverty are mostly covered by the ethnic 

minorities, while the ethnic minorities have such high percentages of those living in poverty.  
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It is important to note that if I were to estimate and extrapolate 2009 numbers to 2018/2019 

numbers, “poverty among ethnic minority groups had declined, but not as rapidly as for the 

majority population.” (Well Begun 65) However, more recent reports by World Bank states that, 

“The poverty rate among minority groups fell by just 1.4 percentage points between 2012 and 

2014, but then plunged by more than 13 percentage points from 57.8 percent to 44.6 percent 

between 2014 and 2016.” (Kwaka et al. 6) While these numbers may sound encouraging, the report 

also states, “Poverty declined everywhere. Between 2014 and 2016, poverty rates declined across 

all regions of Vietnam, though to a varying degree.” (6) Therefore, realizing this, it is important to 

know that the ratio 

between the poverty rates 

of ethnic majority and 

ethnic minorities are still 

roughly similar to previous 

years, as I could 

extrapolate based on 

the graph (see Figure 3) of the report (Kwaka et al. 6), and a recent paper has indirectly confirmed 

this “ratio”. “The poverty rate remains stubbornly high in remote areas, especially in the 

mountainous regions in the north, the central coastal region and the Central Highlands. In these 

areas there is a high proportion of ethnic minorities.” (Pham and Vu 160, emphasis added)   

There are several reasons for ethnic disparities in Vietnam as a whole. One of the reasons 

is that those in power in Vietnam do not derive from the ethnic minority groups – most, if not all 

come from the Kinh or Hoa majority. Therefore, there is no voice for the ethnic minority within 

the government. Another reason is that since the beginning of the communist regime in Vietnam, 

Figure 3 Graphs of Poverty Rates from Climbing the Ladder: Poverty Reduction and Shared 

Prosperity in Vietnam (Kwaka et al. 6) 
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the ethnic minorities were already seen in as “useless” to Vietnamese society as they fail to 

generate revenue. As I mentioned previously, the government in Vietnam is more concerned with 

money. Due to the lack of education that the ethnic minorities receive, there is no question as to 

why the government is not investing in or including these people in higher up positions in society. 

The ethnic minorities are, in a sense, outcasts in Vietnamese society. 

That said, it is clear that the ethnic minorities are not really the “cause” of poverty in 

Vietnam. Rather, it is the “concern” that the government has for these people that leads these 

groups of people to a lower standard of life. In turn, that affects the poverty rate of the country as 

a whole, making it seem like the ethnic minorities are the major barriers to Vietnam’s poverty rate 

decrease.  

Government and the “Big Boys” (Businesses) – Their Impact on Poverty  

Vietnam was “giải phóng” or “liberated” in 1975 when the Communist government took 

over the whole country and thus, uniting both north and south Vietnam. Since that era, the 

government of Vietnam’s role in the reduction of poverty has two sides: positive and negative.  

I used the term “concern” in quotations in the Introduction section of this paper. The issue 

is that the government of Vietnam tends to think that it is showing concern. However, from what 

I can see, everything is just a façade for international relations. The policies and initiatives of the 

Vietnamese government is never without personal benefit. I previously mentioned Đổi Mới, how 

it literally means renovation, but in the end, it turns out that it is not a renovation of the country, 

but simply for the Communist Party’s wellbeing.  

The government in Vietnam “accepts a definition of poverty introduced at the Asia-Pacific 

Conference on Poverty Reduction in September 1993 where poverty is not having enough money 



Pham 16 

to meet basic needs including food, clothing and shelter.” (Pham and Vu 151) Therefore, the 

government believe that poverty is not just a lack of money (151) but rather, a lack of the most 

basic needs in life. World Bank specifically defines poverty as those who live “on less than $1.90 

a day (2011 PPP prices).” (World Bank) Is the government of Vietnam’s definition of poverty 

simply too broad? Maybe – in comparison to what makes up poverty as defined by other sources 

and the views of other scholars.  

As mentioned previously, the government of Vietnam was the force of moving and 

enforcing the Đổi Mới policies and the results of the policies have been mixed. However, “while 

market reforms [of Đổi Mới] have encouraged economic growth, which has contributed to poverty 

reduction, it is also clear that public administration has played an important role.” (Pham and Vu 

154) In the post-Đổi Mới period from 1986–2017, “Vietnam’s administration worked to develop 

appropriate policies for poverty reduction, especially in areas of transport, housing, health, 

education and credit [… in which its] preferential credit policy has been extended from poor 

households to near-poor households and households which have just escaped poverty.” (155) I will 

speak more about the solutions that have been put in place, but while the poverty rates of Vietnam 

has dropped thanks to the government of Vietnam’s Đổi Mới reforms with various initiatives put 

in place, in this section, I wish to focus on what the Government of Vietnam has lacked. In his 

paper, Learning from poverty: Why business schools should address poverty, and how they can go 

about it, Mark Neal, a faculty member of SOAS University of London, Financial and Management 

Studies, cites Biên Hòa specifically, saying that the city “has prospered due to the wealth and 

supply chains generated by foreign direct investment (FDI) into local industrial estates […] Big 

business involvement reduced poverty in the Dong Nai region—as it has in other regions of 

Vietnam—and brought improved welfare and opportunities to millions.” (Neal 57) The reason 



Pham 17 

why Biên Hòa has prospered in that aspect is likely due to Đổi Mới and probably the government’s 

concern for big businesses so the sustain Vietnam’s economy as well.  

 While promising picture is painted for Biên Hòa, Đồng Nai’s future, the latter part of Neal’s 

paper speaks of the downside of business engagements in Biên Hòa, calling it a “mixed blessing” 

(58). While the “big boys” are flourishing in Biên Hòa, Neal cites ecosystem concerns in Đồng 

Nai. He said, “the Dong Nai river is now heavily polluted, with many of its ecosystems killed off 

by effluent from the industrial estates on its banks (Li, Zhang, Meng, Chen, & Yin, 2012; Kikuchi, 

Furuichi, Hai, & Tanaka, 2009).” (58) The river was, what Neal says, have been a source in which 

“thousands of people who once relied upon the river for fishing, weaving, washing, and irrigation 

have been forced to abandon their traditional work and lifestyles.” (58) The pollution of the river 

is only a fraction of the picture – the overall “consumerism” culture that was introduced into 

Vietnam mainly by the “big boys” and the government has affected “public health through a rise 

in respiratory diseases and traffic accidents (Xuan, Low, & Chua, 2012),” (58).  

 The government of Vietnam strives to invest on the big businesses in Vietnam because 

they will bring different countries to invest in Vietnam. The success of Đổi Mới was “stalled after 

the Asian financial crisis in 1997, and to combat this stagnation, new post-Đổi Mới policies 

centered on foreign direct investment (FDI) were adopted as a means to reinvigorate the economy 

and further reduce poverty.” (Sanders 46) Unfortunately, while the Vietnamese government may 

think that investing on these “big boys” will bring back foreign direct investments, the government 

is too “one-sided”. Some reasons Santander Bank says not to invest in Vietnam are, “weak health 

and transport infrastructure […] a high level of corruption [and] great disparities of development 

and poverty in many regions.” (Vietnam: Foreign Investment). Therefore, the government of 
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Vietnam is placing too much emphasis on the business side, an not enough on the country as a 

whole.   

 While the government and businesses are improving, economically, the standard of living 

of the wealthy (higher-class, higher income) is also improving while the lives of those in a state of 

poverty are ever getting worse. Some may think that the issue of pollution does not affect poverty. 

Unfortunately, pollution does affect the lives of lower income people very much. As stated, people 

were “forced to abandon their traditional work and lifestyles” (58) as a result of the pollution of 

Đồng Nai River. Some may argue that one can simply pick up new lifestyles, but it is not easy for 

specific peoples, especially the ethnic minorities who, as previously stated, lack education. 

However, considering what I have read of various scholars for the purpose of this paper, it is that 

the government is concerned with specific groups, large businesses and corporations that would 

bring prosperity for the province and/or country as whole. This is evident with the lack of concern 

for the environmental, ethnic minorities and what Đổi Mới was focused on. The lower income 

people living in poverty will not bring prosperity to the nation, and hence, the Vietnamese 

government is not doing much to assist these people.  

 Even if those people in poverty or low-income were to find jobs, Neal points out that, “big 

business engagement in areas such as Dong Nai can involve the exploitation of low labor costs, 

regulatory loopholes, or rich mineral and agricultural resources,” (58) all factors that affect the 

people of the lowest classes of Vietnamese society and this labour exploitation persists to this day, 

even with Labour policies in force (Beh Lih Yi).     

 At this point, I think the government is more than capable to address the above concerns, 

but it seems that the government does not want to, or think of the items listed as a priority. The 
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government seems to support groups and classes that would bring financial and economic benefits 

for Vietnam, as that would show the glory of Communist Vietnam on an international scale.  
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IV. Current Solutions and Projects and Future Solutions 

The Current Solutions 

While I have said that the Government in Vietnam is too busy helping the business and 

corporate world, it would be wrong for me to say that nothing is being done in Vietnam to address 

the situation of poverty. Looking on the government’s side, the Đổi Mới policies in 1986, which 

loosened “the restrictions to agriculture and trading of agricultural both nationally and 

internationally,” (Glewwe et al. 2) allowed Vietnam to expand their agriculture industries, as 

“price controls were gradually removed for agricultural goods, and farm households were allowed 

to sell any surplus products at whatever price the private market would bear.” (2) Vietnam at that 

time was a very agriculturally based, industry wise, to the point that by 1992, it was the “world’s 

third largest rice exporter” (2).  

In the years of 1986 (post-Đổi Mới) to 2017 (and upon further extrapolation of the data 

contained in this paper, still occurring today) “Vietnam’s administration worked to develop 

appropriate policies for poverty reduction, especially in areas of transport, housing, health, 

education and credit” (Pham and Vu 155). Table 3 displays the data from the paper, showing 

“Policy documents for poverty reduction assessed in 2014”.  

Table 1 Policy documents for poverty reduction assessed in 2014. (Pham and Vu 155) 
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 Specific to the province of Đồng Nai, according to a Government of Vietnam’s news source 

from 2018, the province has been boosting “poverty reduction among ethnic minorities,” claiming 

that:  

Diverse solutions, including giving vocational training, housing and production support, as 

well as the development of agricultural industries and preferential loans to poor and nearly-

poor families, have been realized to boost sustainable poverty reduction among ethnic 

minorities. (BTA)   

These initiatives apparently only came into effect since 2015 after Mr. Phan Trong Huu, Deputy 

Head of the Committee of the Đồng 

Nai province learned that the 

province “has a large number of 

ethnic minority people.” (BTA) 

 Various charities and 

religious groups have been doing 

much charity work even before the 

communist took over Vietnam. In 

particular, what prompted me to write this paper were images of Bishop Joseph Đạo Đức Đinh, 

the bishop of the Diocese of Xuân Lộc (a Catholic diocese which covers the province in Đồng Nai) 

going out into the poorest parishes and areas within his diocese. Since becoming bishop of the 

diocese in 2016, he has placed his priorities in line with that of Pope Francis, the leader of the 

Catholic Church. Since the beginning of his tenure, his homilies, talks and even pastoral letters 

have focused on a rhetoric of “mercy”, especially to the less-fortunate and marginalized of society 

(Đinh). Not only does the bishop preach about caring for the less fortunate in his diocese, but, he 

puts it also into action. On his countless “reach-out” journeys to the marginalized, he paid 

particular attention to the ethnic minority. In one of his journeys of 2018, he not only gave gifts 

Figure 4 Bishop Joseph Đạo Đ. Đinh visits the Châu Ro people within his 

Diocese of Xuân Lộc (Image: Diocese of Xuân Lộc) Video 

about:blank
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(emotional, spiritual, physical and financial gifts) to those who visited, but even dressed in 

traditional clothing of the Châu Ro ethnic minority to show solidarity with them (Figure 4). A 

news report provided from the Diocese of Xuân Lộc to the Vietnamese Conference of Catholic 

Bishops stated (in my translation from the original Vietnamese), “Bishop Joseph executed what 

Pope Francis wished, that shepherds go out from safe havens to the marginalized and build bridges, 

so to connect love. Not only today, but countless other days in the Liturgical Year, Bishop Joseph 

left his "throne" to be with those in poverty.” (Diocese of Xuân Lộc Communications) 

 While these visits assisted the lives of both Catholics and non-Catholics, their effects would 

only be temporary. Bishop Joseph has also pushed for a wider presence of a diocesan charity 

known as Caritas Xuân Lộc. These Caritas groups have appeared within dioceses all over Vietnam 

before 1975, but was not fully implemented to today’s standards until 2002, per the guidelines 

provided by the newly formed Caritas Committee by the Vietnamese Conference of Catholic 

Bishops in 2001 (“Ban Bác Ái Xã Hội - Caritas”). Today, Caritas’ priorities are the following, 

according to their webpage (provided here in my English translation): 

- Promote love and charity without borders, not only among Christians, but with 

everyone in society.  

- Provide specific assistance materialistically and mentally in emergencies (natural 

disasters, typhoons, floods…). 

- Decrease poverty rates and eliminating social evils. 

- Provide people with the tools necessary in order to do charity work within their 

parishes. (“Ban Bác Ái Xã Hội - Caritas”) 

According to an article by Nhân Dân Điện Tử, a news source of the Government of 

Vietnam, in 2017, Catholics took up 35% of the whole population of the province Đồng Nai - the 

largest population of Catholics within a single province (Vương). Therefore it is no surprise that 

the Catholic Church in the province is the largest contributor to “giáo dục và đào tạo, bác ái xã 

hội” (“education and development, as well as social charity work”). (Vương) 
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 Unfortunately, it must be noted that the Catholic Church and the Vietnamese Communist 

Authorities have never seen eye-to-eye, especially in the years following the Fall of Saigon in 

1975. The Catholic Church rarely partners in charity with the government as the values of the two 

parties do not align. From casual conversations I have had with family members and even 

Vietnamese priests, the only reason why the government of Vietnam allows this charity work from 

the Catholic Church to take place is that it helps build up their country. The more money the 

Catholic Church invests in helping those in poverty, the less the government needs to intervene.  

However, Catholics are not the only ones with charitable initiatives. There have been 

Buddhist Temple communities, and charities such as Hội Bác Ái Đồng Nai (Đồng Nai Charity 

Group) that come forward, especially in times of disaster (Khắc). These groups, along with 

Catholic groups not only help people within their city or province, but also all throughout the 

country to the best of their capacity. Recent floods in three provinces of Nghệ An, Thanh Hóa and 

Điện Biên saw Đồng Nai Charity Group rushing to action, distributing food and supplies (Khắc).  

Next Steps 

 While the government of Vietnam seems to be doing much, everything seems to just be 

façades for the world. I have brought up in class discussions a number of times in the Social Justice 

and the City course that laws, policies are simply just words on a sheet of paper and signed by an 

official. Yet, are they implemented? Are they enforced? Without some concrete action plan, it will 

be a long time before improvements are seen. However, I notice that within the article provided 

by the Communist Party, Dong Nai Province Boosts Poverty Reduction among Ethnic Minorities, 

the examples provided were very broad. Even the name of the author was initialed as simply BTA. 

Again, I say that the Communist Party is simply providing a façade for the international stage.  
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 Some next steps that would be helpful are, as a World Bank report suggests, particularly 

for the ethnic minorities’ disadvantages, “could best be addressed through an Ethnic Minority 

Development Program.” (Well Begun 65) While the report does not state anything specific, it is 

safe to assume that development should refer to programs other than development programs and 

policies “that try to change the “cultures” of minority areas, including eradicating religion, 

primitive beliefs, superstitions taboos and wasteful social ceremonies,” (Baulch et al. 45) Such 

“developments” seem to be a process of assimilation of the ethnic minority to the Kinh majority. 

However, I believe the term development means a development in infrastructure, government, 

educational and healthcare services to assist the ethnic minority develop in their lifestyle, while 

retaining their cultural heritage.  

 There are restrictions on non-profit organization and close monitoring, as “rhe state also 

strictly regulates the religious sector,” (Sidel 11) including Catholic activity. Any activity, 

including donation events (“phát quà”) must be approved by the governnment.  Also, the 

Government of Vietnam should loosen restrictions and monitoring of non-profit organizations. 

With more relaxed policies, I believe non-profit organizations would have more motivation and 

be able to expand the reach of their missions.  

 On a more general picture, however, “although income poverty remains very low in 

Vietnam’s cities and towns, there is evidence that new forms of poverty are arising: urban 

households are particularly vulnerable to sharp bouts of inflation and a rising cost of living.” (Well 

Begun  66) Like Toronto, with the rising costs of housing and rising costs of living, especially in 

Đồng Nai, it is not feasible to simply give money and food. Those are only temporary reliefs. I 

think the government should invest in affordable housing, and charities should consider expanding 

their ability to help by building affordable housing. It will be an expensive undertaking, but when 



Pham 25 

people have proper shelter, they will have the peace of mind to go seek education, and therefore 

be able to develop a new life. 

V. Conclusion 

Vietnam, and specifically Đồng Nai has come a long way over recent years to rise from 

poverty. Upon the research presented for the purposes of this paper, I have come to realize that the 

policies of Đổi Mới, the very slow development and lack of concern for ethnic minorities and 

wrong prioritization in the poverty picture by the government of Vietnam are factors of poverty in 

the province Đồng Nai. The people of Vietnam in general, the government of Vietnam specifically, 

need to look at the bigger picture of things. Vietnam is not consisted of a purely rich people, nor a 

majority ethnic. Therefore, when designing policies and programs to eliminate poverty, and there 

must be added attention on the of the ethnic minorities and the marginalized of society. 

Simultaneously deep appreciation must be given to non-profit organizations within the country that 

strive to eliminate as much poverty from Vietnam as possible but face governmental restrictions. 

The people of Vietnam as a whole can rise out of poverty – but it requires all to be on the same 

page. That is what the Vietnamese are striving for.  
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