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Abstract  
 
As demand for food and farmland is increasing in Hanoi, the transition from an agricultural-based 

economy to an industrial one puts the livelihoods of urban farmers at risk. The urbanization displaces 

people and alter livelihoods of many urban poor in the peri-urban areas of Hanoi. This study uses the 

Sustainable Livelihood Approach in discussing the variety of chocks stakeholders associated with 

production, trading and consuming of vegetables, are exposed to. The findings provide a holistic 

perspective to the opportunities and constraints which urban agriculture is facing in modern day 

Hanoi. An outlining of urban agricultural production patterns according to the Von Thünen Model 

recognizing a slight alteration in which urban expansion hinders the production. Urban dwellers in 

peri-urban areas between a 5-15-kilometer radius from the city center are most vulnerable for land 

seizures and compensation rates are incused by corruption. Although there is potential for urban 

agriculture as demand for vegetables are high, the modernization of the country will continue to limit 

cultivation in the urban districts of Hanoi. Additionally, supermarkets with certified safe produced 

vegetables are currently in conflict with culturally embedded shopping practices. As public officials 

turn to the supermarketization to provide food safety, the rural-urban migration has shaped vegetable 

shopping differently. 
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1.  Background and Objective  
The twenty-first century is often described as ‘the first urban century’, with more than half of the 

global population now living in urban centers. Forecasts predict a continued exponential growth 

where the share of global “urbanites” will reach 70 percent by 2050 (World Bank, 2015). The trend 

is strongest in the developing world, still incused by industrialization and the urge to modernize. 

Although the global urbanization indeed brings a variety of unwanted consequences, not least for the 

environment, there is a strong association between urbanization and economic growth. Cities are 

places filled with opportunities for improved living conditions, hopes and dreams. However, the 

urbanization put pressure on city’s food systems and urban poverty is now increasing worldwide, 

causing food insecurity and alterations of livelihoods (Orsini et al. 2013, 695-696).  

 

The development of urban agriculture (UA), especially in developing countries, addresses urban 

poverty and improve the livelihoods of many city dwellers. Health issues are repeatedly related to 

malnourishment. Fruits and vegetables are commonly recognized as a fundamental source of 

vitamins, minerals and antioxidants in order to prevent hunger and sickness (Orsini et al. 2013, 695-

700). In addition to their dietary benefits, fruits and vegetables are high value crops which can 

provide exceptional income opportunities. Thus, improved health and reduced urban poverty can be 

achieved through increased cultivation of these crops, even in urban areas.  

 

The ongoing clash over land is of great relevance to the Vietnamese people, seeing that the country 

still has a predominantly rural population with 71 percent of the people living in rural areas, 

completely dependent on agricultural practices for maintaining a good standard of living (Hansen 

2013, 2). The lack of arable land and the intensification of agricultural production with the use of 

agrochemicals, have caused many hazards and food safety scandals in Hanoi. Thus, consumers 

shopping habits change as food safety is no longer taken for granted (Wertheim-Heck et al. 2014, 

326-327).  

 

As the urban population have tight bounds to the countryside, a rural-urban circulation of labor, 

remittances and knowledge is built, together forming city-livelihoods with characteristics from both 

rural and urban environments. Almost 70 percent of the urban households in Vietnam earn parts on 

their income from cultivating crops. This indicates the importance of UA in the informal economy 

with over 25 types of vegetables regularly produced in large quantities within Vietnamese cities 

(Orsini et al. 2013, 698-704). Urban agriculture in this study is defined as follows…  
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“…agricultural production in the home or plots in urban or peri-urban areas. As such, it is in most of 

the cases an informal activity quite difficult to characterize with accurate data and trends” (FAO 

2003 referred to in Orsini et al. 2013, 698).  

 

The industrialization of Hanoi is taking place at a rapid pace causing constraints on food security. 

While the demand for agricultural products is increasing, the presence of agricultural land in Hanoi 

has decreased from 75 percent in 1993 to less than 50 percent today (Van Cu et al. 2014, 225-226). 

This means that about one-third of the arable land has been converted to other types, essentially 

built-up areas, putting restrictions on household economies of the region. More than 150 000 farmers 

have been displaced and forced to alter their livelihoods since 2000 due to urban development. As 

the government-controlled media filters news, protests on land seizures are never revealed and 

therefore any resistance is promptly silenced (Interview Ms. Flechet, VECO).  

 

On the contrary, food safety scandals are much talked about by the civil society. The environmental 

contamination that comes with the urbanization has a negative impact on hygiene and the ability to 

provide safe and clean street food. Because of the lack of knowledge, or driven by profit, vendors 

still buy and sell unsafe produce. Not respecting hygienic standards can have fatal causes as 

contamination leads to diseases (Interview Dr. Nguyen, WHO). These recent tensions have brought 

ethical questions up for debate. Who is benefitting from this kind of development and who is left 

behind? 

 
1.1 Purpose 
My intention is to provide a comprehensive image of the vegetable food chain, focused around 

livelihoods in production, vending and consuming of vegetables in the urban districts of Hanoi. The 

study especially target policy makers and scientists in the field of sustainable urban development by 

shedding some light on the difficult situation for thousands of households in Hanoi’s urban- and peri 

urban areas. By telling the story of these exposed urban dwellers, this study provide useful insight to 

the opportunities and constraints UA is facing today. Likewise, the purpose of this thesis is (1) to 

paint a holistic picture of the food securitization process of urban livelihoods, and (2) explain issues 

of food safety within the urban context of Hanoi.  
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1.2 Research Questions  
1.   What are the opportunities and constraints for urban agricultural in Hanoi? 

2.   How do crop production patterns differ depending on location within the metropolitan area of 

Hanoi? 

 

1.3 Place of Study 
Hanoi is the capital city of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam but also the name of the province in 

where it is located. The city is situated in the heart of the Red River Delta at 21.03N and 105.85E 

(Nong et al. 2015, 1215). King Minh Mang gave name to the city in 1831 but Hanoi has been 

inhabited for millennia as it is a medieval town. In 1888 Hanoi City was established by the French 

colonial regime and later liberated from it in 1954. The province of Hanoi consists of 18 rural 

(Huyện) and 10 urban (Quận) districts which combine for a total of 3329 km². The central city 

generally covers all urban districts, and the peri-urban area stretches out until the proximity to the 

city no longer structures the local dynamics (Pulliat 2015, 3). 

 
In 2008, the administrative boundaries of Hanoi expanded and now include the adjacent province of 

Ha Tay (Nong et al. 2015, 1215-1217). The recent expansion resulted in an increase of the 

population from 3,4 million to almost 7 million today which makes Hanoi the country’s second 

largest city after Ho Chi Minh City, former Saigon (General Statistics Office of Vietnam 2015).  

 

The Red river delta (RRD) is predominantly an agricultural area where cultivating always has been a 

dominant part of the household economy. Yet, the proximity to the city center of Hanoi with all its 

hustle and buzzle, is very close. The RRD was responsible for 63 percent of the agricultural yields 

and 81 percent of the industrial output of the north Vietnam region last year. The climate of Hanoi is 

representative for the entire delta with a tropical monsoon climate which includes three seasons: (1) 

hot and wet from May-September, (2) cool and dry from October-January and (3) cool and humid 

from February-April (Huong et al. 2013, 31).  

2.  Methodology  
This thesis is the culmination of an extensive literature review, referred to throughout the study, and 

my own collecting of data, described in detail below. Due to the limited time frame of two months, a 

qualitative approach was necessary to present the results properly. The ambition of the study is to 

explain the shift from food insecurity to food security (or vice versa) with support from case studies 

covering important aspects of the food system in Hanoi. The scope is therefore substantial but indeed 



 4 

necessary to understand the complexity of livelihoods in this sector. Thus, I base my findings on 

local knowledge conducted from semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders.  

 

To further complement the interview material with an outlining of the UA production patterns, 

transects through representative areas of Hanoi were set out and investigated. An attached .KMZ-file 

is enclosed via E-mail, including all attributes of the examined routes. In order to open the .KMZ-

file, Google Earth is required. It is a free platform-based program and can easily be downloaded 

following this link: https://www.google.se/intl/sv/earth/download/ge/agree.html  

 
2.1 Interviews  
The diverse group of informants consisted of 16 farmers from both rural and urban districts, NGO 

staff from Vredes Eilanden Country Office (VECO), the United Nations trade unions’ World Health 

Organization (WHO) and Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), local and external scientists, 

and the Vietnamese government represented by the Ministry of Health (MoH) and the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD). All interviews lasted for at least an hour and notes 

were taken sporadically throughout the conversations. The wide selection of stakeholders was indeed 

necessary in order for the study to provide as good of a comprehensive image of UA as possible. A 

detailed description of the interviews follows below.  

 
2.1.1 Farmers  
Interviews with the seven farmers from ‘Tien Le Safe Vegetable Cooperative’ and five from ‘Cu 

Khoi Safe Fruit Cooperative’ were conducted with the base in a survey, mainly because my field 

assistants required fortified questions for their own preparation. The conversations took place at the 

separate plots while the farmers were working and they gladly answered any further questions I had 

beyond those of the survey. Thus, every interview was conducted one-on-one with no direct 

influence from other farmers on site.  

 

The interviews with the two organic farmers in Ha Nam, an adjacent province to Hanoi, were made 

more freely with open-ended questions, as they accompanied me and my field assistant Thanh 

throughout the entire day. Other members of the household were invited to join the interview but one 

of the farmers was reluctant and politely rejected the idea. The other two farmers were randomly 

selected along transect two and six to elaborate on the issue of land seizures and crop production.  
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2.1.2 VECO  

VECO is an international NGO based in Leuven, Belgium. The organization have more than 30 

years of experience working with one specific goal - a better deal for farmers. The Vietnam-based 

program support small scale farmers producing tea, rice, fruits and vegetables in a sustainable way 

with focus on improving business capacities of farmer organizations. They raise awareness for 

sustainable/safe production and work in close collaboration with the private sector to develop 

business models that include smallholder farmers (VECO Vietnam 2015). 

 
The interview took place at VECO Vietnam headquarter in Tay Ho district, right by the lake. 

Charlotte Flechet, a communication officer and PLA (Planning, Learning, & Accountability) 

Coordinator, took time to answer my questions over a lunch. Moreover, she is the inventor and 

promotor of SOFF (Safe and Organic Food Finder) – an application for smartphones which connects 

buyers of organic food with proper vendors around Hanoi. The interview was an open conversation 

about current food safety scandals in Hanoi where, for me, interesting topics on the livelihoods of 

farmers where notified for further investigation.  

 
2.1.3 WHO & FAO  
The UN Vietnam have been of great help in this study. Dr. Nguyen Thi Phuc, a ‘Technical Officer 

for Avian and Pandemic Influenza’ and DVM, MSc. Vo Ngan Giang, ‘Food Safety Program 

Officer’, invited me to the UN headquarter several times and were genuinely interested in the 

research. They also introduced me to government officials at MoH and MARD and for which I am 

sincerely thankful. Both organizations were located on the same floor and hence I could move 

around freely while finding proper respondents. If WHO could not answer a specific question, they 

quickly assigned me to the FAO staff and vice versa.  

 

The background to the interviews were compiled based on information from the respective 

organizations websites and hence turned out to be of more structured nature. Obviously, WHO work 

with all kinds of health-related issues, not only food borne diseases, and therefore questions were 

defined in advance to better fit the study. FAO, which normally stresses issues regarding the rural 

community, highlighted the importance of rural-urban links as these concerns are of great relevance 

to the complex nature of the Hanoi food systems.   

 

2.1.4 Gwenn Pulliat  
Gwenn Pulliat, Ph.D., is a geographer and researcher at LAVUE Laboratory in Toronto, Canada. She 

also teaches at Aix-Marseille University in France, and her current research focuses on food security 
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disputes in developing cities in Southeast Asia. Her work ‘Food securitization and urban agriculture 

in Hanoi (Vietnam)’ have been a great contribution to this study. Citation as well as inspiration.  

 

The conversation over skype from Toronto addressed the role of urban and peri-urban agriculture in 

the food securitization process. Especially issues considering spatial injustices in access to urban 

land provided me with reason to include the section ‘Land Rights’ in this thesis. Furthermore, the 

interview gave me useful insight on how the food system practically works and tips on additional 

research was obtained through the talks as well.  

 
2.1.5 Ministry of Health (MoH) 
Prior to meeting with officials from the Vietnamese ministries, I had to verify my letter of 

recommendations on behalf of MoH and MARD. Thus, the Swedish embassy confirmed my 

whereabouts in Hanoi via a brief letter where the much-needed embassy stamp was enclosed to the 

document before visiting the ministries.  

 

Doung Thi Phoung is the ‘Vietnam Food Administration Officer’, working for the Ministry of 

Health. The poorly made website did not have sufficient data to prepare questions, so the interview 

became an open discussion where interruptions with follow-up questions could be asked at any given 

time. A copy of the new food safety laws from 2008 was proudly given to me and much time was 

spent on discussing enforcement of law and the current condition of the legislation in Vietnam.  

 

2.1.6 Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) 
The interview was held at the Department of Crop Production with Dr. Nguyen Van Vuong, ‘Vice 

head of Food Crops Division’. A special interpreter from MARD was mandatory for interviewing 

and costed US 50 dollars, which I reluctantly paid. After a brief introduction of the ministry, the 

conversation became to be about land rights, funding, the chain of command and the exceeding 

collaboration between the ministry boundaries. The objectives of MARD and MoH sometimes clash 

with those of other ministries, in particularly the Ministry of Construction. According to Dr. Vuong, 

this hinders a smooth development of the country.  

 
2.2 Transects  
In order to investigate the relevance of the Von Thünen model (explained in the next section), 

transects were marked out and followed up in relevant areas for agricultural production. The goal 

with the transects was to identify spatial differences in crop production and determine areas most 

exposed to urbanization. In addition, this study uses the transects as an angle of entrance to highlight 
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issues with livelihoods along the Hanoi food chain. Thus, many topics refer to interview material 

gathered while exploring the transects.  

 

Google Earth was used as a tool for mapping out the transects, each one marked with different color 

and number for easier clarification. The information from the transects are applied to the map in 

forms of ‘pins’ with photographic content enclosed from my iPhone. Every picture taken has its own 

unique number on the map. The first figure indicates the number of the transect and the second 

figure imply the order in when it was taken. Example: ‘Trans1:2’ - ‘2’ meaning it is the second 

picture taken of transect number ‘1’.  

 

Due to the location service on iPhone, every picture has its own GeoTag. This is a process in which 

geographical identification metadata, such as latitude and longitude coordinates, time stamp, 

distance, place name etc., are all collected and added to each photograph (Lee, Won and McLeod 

2008, 59-60). In this study, coordinates came in handy to position the pictures accurately on Google 

Earth.  

 

In collaboration with students from Vietnam National University of Agriculture, we picked out 

representative locations prone to urban development whilst agricultural practices were still 

significant. The selection was supported by the function called ‘historical images’ on Google Earth 

(figure 1). This function enabled me to look at old satellite images of Hanoi all the way back to 1984. 

This was of great importance, not only because the urbanization 

of Hanoi was more easily observed by looking at these images, 

but also to see the urban development since the renovation 

policies of Doi Moi in 1986.   

 2.2.1 Examined transects 

 

 Name of 
district 

Classification  Means of 
transport 

Type of production  

Transect 1 (test) Cau Giay Urban  Walk Vegetable 

Transect 2  Bac Tu Liem Urban  Moped Vegetable/flower 

Transect 3 Hoai Duc Rural  Moped  Vegetable/VietGAP 

Transect 4 Long Bien  Urban  Moped  Fruit/VietGAP 

Transect 5 Ha Nam 
(province) 

Rural  Bus  Vegetable/PGS 

Transect 6 Dong Anh Rural  Moped  Vegetable/rice 

Figure 1. ‘Historical images’ – Google Earth 
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2.3 Possible Sources of Biases and Errors   
To provide a holistic picture after two months of collecting data in a city with 7 million people will 

imply some flaws because the diverse set of livelihoods linked to UA in Hanoi cannot all be covered. 

However, this study expresses the most talked about issues by the locals themselves.  

 

The absence of data from the southern suburban areas of Hanoi signify a void that preferably would 

have been filled. However, I am confident the missing data will not change my concluding 

statements towards the Von Thünen model, nor would it change the outcome of research question 

number one. The southern suburban areas have been urbanized for quite some time and thus, urban 

expansion rates are fairly low compared to other areas around Hanoi.  

 

Worth mentioning is that the law strictly prohibits any denial of the governments’ actions and 

therefore, my respondents might have been somewhat biased towards questions requesting their 

opinions. To refuse or neglect any decisions made by the authorities may result in long prison 

sentences. Although all respondents were given anonymity, trust was sometimes hard to build.  

 

The comprehensive bureaucracy in the country is a well-recognized hinder for researchers in 

Vietnam. Maybe a legacy inherited from the communist area, or maybe a way to display power. 

Maybe both. Regardless, it is a very time consuming and rather irritating experience for a student-

researcher. Stamps indicating your purpose in the country are of great significance when setting up 

meetings at all levels of society. The widely-spread corruption is likely to create problems unless 

someone from the “inside” is willing to help. Thus, more preparatory work must be done per 

interview. Some questions related to compensation, corruption and the Vietnamese-Chinese border 

might have been perceived as offensive by the ministry officials and thus, they were neglected due to 

the lack of sufficient information. 

 

Although much is written about the socio-economic achievements since Doi moi, the outcomes of 

these changes on land use have not been well documented. Unfortunately, no examination of the 

relationship between changes in land use and socio-economic development are to be found, in which 

this study would have benefitted.  

3.  Theory 
The theoretical framework of this thesis is somewhat twofold. Since the context of urban food 

security in Hanoi is so complex and, to the researcher rather unknown, an inductive approach to the 
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treated issues is necessary to provide as good of a holistic perspective as possible. Thus, general 

conclusions are constituted from the empirical results. The application of the Sustainable Livelihood 

Approach to this study will act as a tool for enhanced understanding on how livelihoods behave 

under certain conditions, and to highlight the meaning of a diverse household economy.  

 

On the contrary, the use of the Von Thünen model will be used as a hypothesis. The purpose of using 

it is to either verify or falsify urban crop production patterns in relation to the market. The theory is 

therefore of deductive nature and will be applied in comparison to the transect observations. This 

will create an adequate image of Hanoi’s urban agriculture patterns. 

 

3.1 Sustainable Livelihood Approach  
The Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) idea was first introduced in 1992 by the Brundtland Commission 

on Environment and Development, promoting sustainable livelihoods as a general goal for poverty 

eradication. The concept is an attempt to go beyond conventional definitions to poverty reduction, as 

previous approaches had been found to be too narrow. Historically, only certain aspects of poverty, 

such as low income, have been the primary target of research and hence other vital aspects, such as 

vulnerability or social exclusion, were not considered.  

 

However, it is now recognized that more reflection must be put on the various processes, which 

combined, either restrict or improve poor people’s ability to make a living in an economically, 

ecologically, and socially sustainable manner. Thus, the concept of SL offers a rational and included 

approach to poverty and will in this study help explain the importance of the diversification in 

maintaining a livelihood (Krantz 2001, 1). SL is further defined as…  

 

‘…the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) and activities required for a means of 

living: a livelihood is sustainable which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain 

or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihoods for the next generation; and 

which contributes to benefits to other livelihoods at the local and global levels and in the long and 

short term’ (Chambers and Conway 1992, referred to in Krantz 2001, 1) 

 

Although there is no unified approach to the SL concept, there are three insights into poverty which 

underpin the approach: (1) While economic growth is essential for poverty reduction and 

development, there is no automatic relationship between the two since it all depends on the 

capabilities of the poor to take advantage of the new economic opportunities. (2) The realization that 
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poverty, as perceived by the local poor themselves, is not only a question of low income but also 

include other dimensions such as illiteracy, bad health, or as the core of this study – access to land. 

(3) Finally, since the affected people know their situation and needs best, the SL concept is designed 

to better involve locals in policy making and projects concerning their livelihoods (Krantz 2001, 2). 

 

Although widely used as an overall development objective, or a set of underlying development 

principals, this study will use the SL approach as an analytical framework to explain issues involving 

local livelihoods exposed to food insecurity.  

 
3.1.1 Sustainable Livelihood Approach in Urban Areas 
In order to understand the implication of SL approaches in urban areas, it is important to understand 

the features which separate urban areas from rural areas, an often poorly defined distinction. There 

are many accepted ways of measuring urban areas, and as of today, there is no universal definition. 

Every individual country has its own definition. In fact, depending on how ‘urban center’ is defined, 

the population in the megacity of Tokyo ranges between 8-40 million. Thus, the rate of global urban 

poverty would firmly increase, and rural poverty decrease, if China and India adopted the Swedish 

definition of what constitutes an urban area. Much of the rural population in these two countries 

namely live in settlements Sweden would define as urban (Farrington, Ramasut and Walker. 2002, 

10). 

 

This study will share the definition of urban areas with the state of Vietnam, meaning that the 58 

provinces (Tinh) of the country are divided into sub-districts of either urban (Quận) or rural (Huyện) 

character. Thus, this study will refer to all Quận’s as urban areas for easier understanding. However, 

while this study sometime make rough distinctions between urban and rural, my experience is that 

Hanoi should not be described as a homogenous urban place but rather as a city filled with many 

rural imprints.  

 
3.2 The Von Thünen Model  
The Von Thünen model is a theory of location. It was introduced by the Prussian landowner Johann 

Heinrich Von Thünen in 1826 and suggests that “…accessibility to the market (town) can create a 

complete system of agricultural land use. The model assumes that farmers surrounding the market 

will produce crops which will give them the maximum net profit and hence have the highest market 

value. The determining factor in the location rent will be transportation costs. When transportation 

costs are low, the location rent will be high, and vice versa” (Encyclopedia Britannica 2016). 
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The model also address the use of intensive versus extensive 

agriculture in relation to the market. Intensive cultivation of more 

perishable crops, such as vegetables, will take place closer to the 

market whereas less perishable crops, like grains, would remain in the 

outskirts of the city (Day and Tinney 1969, 137-140). These patterns of 

production are outlined as circles surrounding the market within an 

isolated state, as shown in ‘Figure 2’ by Matt Rosenberg. Unlike the SL 

approach which permeates the entire thesis, the theory of Von Thünen 

will help question the appearance of agricultural production patterns. 

The model will be applied to the current settings of Hanoi for 

examination of its relevance in today’s modern context.  

 

4.  Structure of Thesis  
To fully understand the empirical results, it is absolute necessary to first recognize in what context 

they appear. The base of the study is from the perspective of the producers, middle-hands and 

consumers of vegetables in Hanoi, and hence cannot be explained without an accurate description of 

the setting.  

 

Seeing that the structure of the food system with its dependent livelihoods are of such complexity, 

interview material will both be used to justify the underlying context and to present the findings. As 

the past events are critical in understanding the contemporary patterns of social life, both the context 

and the result are of equal importance and cannot be understood without one another.  

5.  The Context 
The substantial urbanization in Asia started to accelerate in the 1980s and has given birth to some of 

the densest cities around the world. In a period of two decades, Vietnam transformed from one of the 

poorest countries in the world to one of the strongest emerging economies of today (Wertheim-Heck, 

Vellema and Spaargaren 2014, 326). The inflow of Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) play a vital 

role in the current urbanization of Hanoi as large portions of farm land are earmarked for urban 

development projects (Turner 2009, 1203). Between 2000 and 2010 crop land was reserved for 1736 

urban projects, such as residential areas and industrial expansion, causing more than 150 000 farmers 

to lose their jobs and livelihoods (Nong et al. 2015, 1214-1216). 

 

Figure 2. The Von Thünen Model by 
Matt Rosenberg, 1997 



 12 

5.1 Doi Moi  
In 1976 Vietnam adopted a Soviet-inspired central-planning economic model for development. 

Private farming was abolished and big Agricultural Production Cooperatives (APC’s) emphasizing 

annual and perennial crops emerged. However, production stagnated promptly and a high degree of 

hunger spread over the country. The communist government finally realized the severe situation and 

thus, market-economic elements were adopted to stop malnutrition. This process was fueled by the 

US trade embargo on Vietnamese commodities in the early 1980s which had a huge impact on the 

countries food security (Anh et al. 2004, 1-12). 

 

With the economic restructuring in 1986, Vietnam welcomed neoliberal reforms and opened the 

doors to the global economic system. This economy was shaped after the Chinese pattern and 

became known as the Doi Moi (also known as the ‘renovation reforms’). Subsidies were cut and the 

value of the currency Dong was reduced to prevent further inflation (Wolz and Duong 2010, 119). 

Since then, the growth has increased steadily while wealth gaps have been broadened. The national 

urban population has increased to 34 percent and is expected to reach 50 percent before 2030 (World 

Bank, 2016a). The introduction of liberal market mechanisms in to the socialist planned economic 

system has changed the development of the country significantly. A widening of the private sector 

has been encouraged while the state preserve its role as the nation’s strategic planner and enforcer 

(Nong et al. 2015, 1213-1216).  

 

The reforms redistributed farmland, and in 1993, all residents in rural districts received a single patch 

of land. In Hanoi, one sao (360 m2) per average was handed out to every person who wanted to farm. 

It was either in forms of paddy land for rice production, vegetable fields or even fishponds. Unlike 

the pervious economic model, the people were now free to grow whatever they wanted but the main 

idea was that the land should cover the household consumption of food. This gradually altered 

agricultural production from co-operatives to individuals and today the average size plot for 

vegetable production is a little bigger than one sao, about 400 m2 (Houng et al. 2013, 28-31).  

 
Many sao’s in the urban districts are still noticeable, preferably in the communes of Phuc Tan, Hoan 

Kiem district, where houses are built on the land intended for farming, giving them a very 

charismatic look. Since many farmers used the land for residential purposes rather than cultivating, 

the remaining farming is now taking place in the backyard or a plot near the house (Pulliat 2015, 9). 

These plots come in handy, not least during the food crises in 2008 where many urban dwellers 

turned to urban agriculture production strategies in securing food supplies (Interview Dr. Pulliat). 
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The reforms were a turning point for Hanoi’s economic- and health transformation. The country 

went from being a food importer to a major food exporter in just years. With declining mortality 

rates achieved through improved health conditions, the population increased by 1.2 million or more 

per year after the reforms (WHO, 2017). The poverty rate of the city decreased from 63 percent in 

1993 to only three percent in 2010 and the rapid economic growth made land prices skyrocket (Nong 

et al. 2015, 1213-1214).  

 

“Land is sometimes as expensive in Hanoi as it is in Japan even though Japan is considered a high-

income country and people there much wealthier” – Dr. Nguyen, MARD. 

 

The economic growth and the upsurge of foreign investments has contributed to a booming real 

estate sector where the growing demand for land appointed for housing and manufacturing now 

competes with the traditional agricultural economy. While the GDP of Hanoi’s industrial sector has 

grown steadily every year since the renovation, the agricultural sector’s GDP has decreased (Nong et 

al. 2015, 1213-1217). Many people symbolize Vietnamese export with its great coffee, nuts and of 

course rice but so is no longer the case. Only about ten percent of the total export comes from 

agricultural production. The dominant export today consists of electronics followed by the textile 

and shoe industry (World Bank, 2016b).   

 

However, parallel to the modernization of the city, many conflicts on land occur more frequently in 

today’s metropolitan context (Hansen 2013, 11). The aim of becoming fully industrialized by 2020 

interfere with individual households’ economies and land seized for “socio-economic” projects leave 

urban farmers without decent livelihoods for survival.  

	  
5.2 Rural-Urban Migration  
The cities of Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) are the two major economic zones in which poor 

people come to seek ‘better lives’. The population of Hanoi was only 1 500 000 in the beginning of 

the new millennia compared to today’s 7 million (World Bank, 2016a). The rural-urban migration, 

particularly by youth after the renovation policies in 1986, is the major cause for the city’s 

population boom. None of the 16 respondent farmers of this study originally came from urban Hanoi 

but had either migrated from the rural districts or from other provinces.  

 

The rapid urban sprawl derives from two main processes: (1) Unstructured and (2) structured 

urbanization of land. (1) Unstructured urbanization is a result of the demographic growth mentioned 
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above, where migrants from rural areas move into Hanoi and either rent or build a temporary house 

in the outskirts of the city. These types of constructions are officially forbidden by the law but local 

authorities often look the other way as corruption is inevitable (Pulliat 2015, 6).  

 

The second process is (2) structured urbanization. It is characterized by expansions of the central city 

beyond its former limits. It is the outcome of increased housing needs and industrial development, 

and fueled by the public authority’s eagerness to obtain a more modern image of Hanoi for 

international investors. The government mainly target farmland in the peri-urban areas for these 

state-sanctioned land seizures (Pulliat 2015, 6-8). This means that the state will compensate for the 

loss of land. In general, the rapid urbanization of Hanoi involves heavy social adjustments for 

inhabitants as farm communities are forced to adapt to modern industrial ways of life.  

 

The migration accelerates the urbanization and put huge pressure on Hanoi’s infrastructure, social 

services and environment (Nong 2015, 1213-1215). The growing urban demand for vegetables and 

the lack of arable land require an intensification of farming methods by producers. Although the laws 

on food safety are well thought-through, the government do not have sufficient capacity to enforce 

them. Consequently, many producers use illegal amounts of pesticides and fertilizers for higher 

yields and thereby increasing their chances to earn a higher income (Interview Dr. Nguyen, MARD 

and Mr. Duong, MoH). 

 

In addition, the migration initiates a rural-urban circulation which many livelihoods benefit from. 

The remittances from workers in the city help poverty reduction in rural areas. While officials 

sometimes view the migration as a problem, the hard-working labor force that the migration provides 

is a main reason for the city’s fast development and could be viewed as a resource with great 

potential (Nong 2015, 1217). The work ethic and willingness to work collectively in combination 

with traditional ‘family first’-values create pathways for money from the city going back to the 

countryside – albeit a successful urban-rural circulation is formed with many beneficiaries.  

 

“Vietnamese people are very stubborn. People adapt quickly and making everything out of nothing 

does not seem impossible at all” -  Hien Nguyen, field assistant. 

 

However, as the migration show no sign of slowing down, the transformation from rural- to urban 

based livelihoods takes time. Not getting a job right away, having children, sickness or any other 

factor which put life on hold force migrants to alter their livelihood strategies. Thus, using skills 
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from former rural settings come in handy, causing the progress of UA to evolve in Hanoi. While 

caution should be made in generalizing about urban and rural conditions, previous research by 

Satterhwaite indicate some characteristic patterns. 

Figure 3. Rural – Urban Continuum 

Rural Urban 
Livelihoods drawn from crop cultivation, livestock, 
forestry or fishing (i.e. key for livelihood is access to 
natural capital)  

Access to land for housing and building materials not 
generally a problem  

More distant from government as regulator and 
provider of services  

Access to infrastructure and services limited (largely 
because of distance, low density and limited capacity 
to pay?)  

Fewer opportunities for earning cash; more for self- 
provisioning. Greater reliance on favourable weather 
conditions 

Livelihoods drawn from labour markets within non- 
agricultural production or making/selling goods or 
services  

Access to land for housing very difficult; housing and 
land markets highly commercialised  

More vulnerable to ‘bad’ governance  

Access to infrastructure and services difficult for low-
income groups because of high prices, illegal nature of 
their homes (for many) and poor governance  

Greater reliance on cash for access to food, water, 
sanitation, employment, garbage disposal  

 
 

In terms of the development of UA, the characteristics of rural livelihoods, shown above, are indeed 

observable in urban areas throughout the city. The opportunity for farmers to select their type of 

production, too, makes cultivating in urban districts more feasible. The demographic growth and 

increased incomes has brought a new demand of more diversified foodstuffs that previously only 

existed illegally on the black market. This has led to progressive shifts in agricultural practices as the 

food chain now benefit from the increasing numbers of migrants coming to the city looking for jobs 

(Pulliat 2015, 6).  

 
5.3 Land Laws 

“Older farmers in Northern Vietnam complain that the land they defended against the French and 

American armies was first wasted through failed communist experiments and is now being lost to 

condominiums” – The Economist (Hansen 2013, 16). 

 

The ongoing debate on who has the right to own land, manage land, and to use land have always 

been a hot topic in Vietnam. This is of special interest for those who live in the outskirts of the urban 

district and cultivate in order to stay food secure. The Land Law from 1993 state that “…land 

Figure 3. SOURCE: Satterhwaite 2000 referred to in Farrington et al. 2002, 14 
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belongs to the entire people, is managed by the state, and the state allocates or rents land use rights to 

users” (Hansen 2013, 6).  

 

In more detail, this means that (1) land ownership rights are collective, belonging to the people, (2) 

land management rights belong to the state and (3) land use rights belong to the individual 

households. However, the amount of time one can use the land depend on the type, either agricultural 

or residential. As population density is high in Hanoi, the government avoids seizing land meant for 

housing to prevent shanty towns from spreading. In broad terms, already urbanized land is secure. 

Meaning; existing residential areas, businesses and industries are not at risk as far as having the land 

seized by the authorities. The compensation is also quite fair if the government really needs to seize 

it in contrast to farmland which is less valuable, and hence poor compensation is giving (Interview 

Dr. Pulliat).  

 

Land can be seized in two ways; either for public or private reasons. While the authorities have the 

right to seize land for public interests, such as military bases, hospitals, schools, roads, bridges etc., 

they may also seize land for economic purposes of “national significance”. Basically, the state often 

leverage this right and can therefore seize land whenever they want with or without adequate reason. 

When private acquisition of land takes place, the land use rights are often transferred to the private 

entrepreneurs (Hansen 2013, 6-20). This has created huge export-processing zones in the outskirts of 

Hanoi where foreign companies have more control over land than the locals themselves.  

 
5.4 Conversion of Land  
‘The Capital Master Plan of 2020 with vision 2050’ was a decision made by the government to 

achieve the current Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The aim is to “…become one of the 

most livable, sustainable and attractive world capital cities by 2020” (Ministry of Planning and 

Investment, 2011) The most central feature of the plan is the preservation of nature in Hanoi, 

including the remaining natural areas and most productive agricultural land. The land will thereby be 

permanently protected from further urban development as part of a broad sustainability strategy 

(Decision No.1259/QD-TTg, 2011). The plan was approved by the parliament in July 2012. 
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However, citizens are skeptical seeing that parts of the purposed area 

for reservation already is urbanized. The newly built Hoa Lac 

highway has caused speculations for urban development and locals 

now reject the plan for nothing but ambitious thinking (Interview 

farmer, Hoai Duc district). Policies for a sustainable city clash with 

the modernization of Hanoi to an extent where it truly is 

counterproductive. The role of agricultural practices in the family 

economy is not taken into serious consideration and in the name of 

“the peoples interest”, large portions of land are being seized by the authorities and sold to 

expanding international companies (Pulliat 2015, 7-8).  

 
Another main event in the conversion of agricultural land was made in the late 1990s when the 

central government authorized a general urban development plan for 2020, with the goal of 

promoting economic development (Decision 10/1998/QD-TTg, 1998). The policy required 30-50 

percent of new residential areas to be accessible for the low-income population, but corruption 

hindered the plan and forced rural migrants and impoverished city dwellers to turn to marginal 

settlement neighborhoods with slum-like buildings (Nong et al. 2015, 1217). 

 

The combination of factors, such as; Doi Moi, rural-urban migration, land laws and the 

abovementioned Capital Master Plan have created a context illustrated by uncertainties amongst the 

locals. There is a lack of trust in the authorities and a widespread disbelief in what is happening is 

not so much for the well-being of domestic livelihoods but rather to the joy others, preferably, 

foreign investors.  

 
5.5 Food Culture 
Due to the migration from rural areas, there is a very strong relation to the locally produced food in 

Hanoi. Cultivating land is a skill close to everyone’s heart because of continuously close 

relationships to the countryside. “People feel more secure, or rather, less insecure when they can 

grow their own food” (Interview Dr. Pulliat)  

 

The people of Hanoi are very concerned about their food sovereignty and losing land result in riots. 

Although big in numbers and well-organized, these protesters are rarely heard of because media is 

strictly controlled by the government and stories on land confiscations rarely hit the papers 

(Interview Dr. Pulliat).  

Figure 4. An irrigation system form a natural 
border between traditional farmland and a 

newly built area, Cau Giay  
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The food culture in northern Vietnam varies much from the southern. The importance of “balance” 

in the daily diet cannot be stressed enough in Hanoi. This is, indeed, accurate when eating the 

traditional Vietnamese breakfast dish Pho. To go along with this delicious broth is always a plate 

with fresh coriander, lettuce and spring onion to create the perfect balance between hot and cold. 

Chili and lime are also mandatorily served on the side for the balance of flavors (Interview Hien 

Nguyen). Therefore, shopping for vegetables becomes an integrated part of a set of activities which 

together shape daily life. Fresh vegetables are a ‘must have’ in the daily diet, preferably in every 

meal (Wertheim-Heck, Vellema and Spaargaren 2014, 331-332).  

 

Compared to the south, where the food stuffs are more similar to western standards, the diet in Hanoi 

is traditional and founded around fresh vegetables. However, the lack of cooling systems, such as 

refrigerators, put people in a place where they cannot plan their consumption in advance. Whatever 

product is purchased today must be consumed within hours and therefore the market for fresh 

vegetables is largely bigger than for frozen (Interview Hien Nguyen).   

 

The request for daily fresh fruits and vegetables pave way for self-organized street markets. Whether 

in the Old Quarter (center of Hanoi), in the urban districts or in the outskirt, they exist everywhere 

there is demand. No formal rules, regulations or set prices apply but typically, the same clusters of 

vegetable vendors appear at the same location every day. A survey conducted by Wertheim et. al. 

from 2013 reveal that 95 percent of vegetables consumed in Hanoi come from less regulated, 

informal channels without certified safety standards (Wertheim-Heck and Spaargaren 2015, 660-

663).  

 

5.5.1 Shopping Culture  
The transition from a highly centralized, predominantly agricultural planned economy into a 

socialist-oriented industry and service-driven market economy, alter peoples shopping habits. This is 

indeed a slow process but previous research has captured the development over time (figure 5).  

 

Whereas “urbanites” traditionally have produced their own vegetables, urbanization and socio-

economic development have decreased the self-provisioning. The modernization has driven 

population out of farming and into other occupations, thus food security today is also a concern of 

having the capacity to buy food rather than growing it.  
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As figure 5 by Werthiem-Heck et al. indicates, the role of safe vegetable shopping and supermarket 

shopping will increase while the meaning of less formal channels will decline by 2025. However, 

shopping at street markets is estimated to account for more than 90 percent of the total vegetable sale 

compared to approximately 2 percent of supermarkets (Wertheim-Heck and Spaargaren 2015, 667).  

 

Figure 5. Vegetable Shopping Practices in Hanoi and Their Development Over Time 

 
Figure 5. Transition of Hanoi vegetable shopping. SOURCE: Wertheim-Heck and Spaargaren 2015, 661. 

Small street markets were born illegally during the French colonial war and were a great reason for 

many peoples’ survival. These markets gained legitimacy in the 1980s and are now the dominant 

commercial centers of Hanoi. More recently, however, public food safety concerns and the ambition 

to transform the city into a more civilized metropolis aim to reduce the same markets that “saved” 

the country from starvation. 

 

For the people working outside of home, vegetables are normally purchased before work and then 

brought home before 7 a.m. By that time, supermarkets have not opened yet and hence street markets 

and local vendors are the only option (Wertheim-Heck, Vellema and Spaargaren 2014, 330-334). 

However, the trade-offs for safer vegetables from supermarkets are both economically and culturally 

embedded…  
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“I stay with my local vendors. They have a great variety of vegetables and my vendor says they are 

all safely produced. Fixed prices in supermarkets are good but I cannot afford shopping there” – 

Interview with vegetable shopper, 310 Nghi Tam, Tay Ho district. 

 
5.6 Food Safety   
“Food safety is about handling, storing and preparing food to prevent infection and help to make sure 

that our food keeps enough nutrients for us to have a healthy diet” (FAO, 2004). 

 

The entire South East Asian region is often considered a hotspot for emerging infectious diseases. 

Previously, zoonotic disease transmission has been the major concern for the Vietnamese 

government due to: (1) high density of both human and animal population living in close proximity 

to one another, (2) the presence of street markets with little or no hygienic standards, (3) limited cold 

storage for distribution, (4) consumption of raw/undercooked animal products and leafy vegetables, 

and (5) the use of untreated wastewater in agricultural production (Carrique-Mas and Bryant 2013, 

465-470). 

 

The most common illnesses related to consuming and producing street food are 

intestinal/gastrointestinal diseases causing diarrhea. The key cause lie in not respecting hygiene 

standards but also in the production of the food. The demand for cleaner and healthier food is rapidly 

growing because of higher living standards (Interview Dr. Nguyen, WHO). The government believes 

that food borne diseases does not belong in a middle-income country and, roughly USD one billion 

are spent every year on public health concerns such as food safety (Interview Mr. Duong, MoH). 

Although a high priority by the government, other emerging food safety concerns are now introduced 

to the population because of the urbanization.  

 

The lack of arable land has caused an intensification of the existing vegetable production, often with 

high (sometimes illegal) inputs of fertilizers and pesticides. Because of the small plots of 

approximately one Sao, farmers tend to overuse agrochemicals to maximize yields (Houng et al. 

2013, 28-34). This has brought discontent to the consumers of Hanoi who now look for healthier 

options and therefore, the demand for ‘safe vegetables’, with restrictions on chemical inputs and 

post-harvest regulations, are increasing fast. The government’s concern regarding safe and healthy 

food is remarkable and control systems for the entire food chain is currently being developed. Those 

include policies addressing the use of agro-chemicals for producers as well as basic hygienic 

practices for consumers (Wertheim-Heck and Spaargaren 2015, 655-657).  
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The membership of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1997 also added attention for food 

safety by the government. While joining WTO brings opportunities for economic growth, 

international trade also increase the risk for a globalization of unsafe food. Thus, food safety became 

a public health priority by Vietnam. To tackle the demand for healthier food and prevent the spread 

of food borne diseases, certifications on ‘safe production standards’ are now the backbone for safe 

domestic consumption as well as for exports (Interview Dr. Vo Ngan, FAO).  

 

5.7 Food Security 
“Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to 

sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active 

and healthy life” (FAO, 2017). 

 

UA has been proposed as a solution for better food security and nutrition, particularly in low and 

middle-income countries just like Vietnam (Stewart et al. 2013, 2-3). The next section stresses the 

hinders to food security in urban Hanoi. Not only the food supply itself, but the ability to buy food as 

well. Hence, sub-topics contributing to chronic food-insecurity were investigated as a part of the 

result from the interviews.  

6.  Findings 
 
6.1 Urbanization 
Although data on the conversion of farmland into urban land is not sufficient, it is highly observable 

in the outskirts of the city. The numbers of construction projects are steadily increasing and their 

spatial footprint is remarkable. It illustrates a metropolization where agricultural land in the city 

fringe is considered land reserves for urban planning instead of resources for food supply to nearby 

households (Pulliat 2015, 6-7).  

 

As rapid urbanization is creating new pockets of poverty and putting pressure on health delivery 

systems, it is crucial to understand the land rights associated with the land conversion in order to 

evaluate urban farmers’ livelihoods (Van Cu et al. 2014, 224-239).  

 

Previous studies by Nong et al., show that while the central districts of Hanoi are heavily populated, 

with a high population density, it is in the peripheries where changes in land cover occurs most 

frequently. Although the research does not display the type of urbanization, it indicates that land 
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seizures by the authorities are large in numbers between a radius of 5-15 kilometer from the city 

center (figure 6). Accordingly, practitioners of UA in these peri-urban areas suffer more from the 

land conversion than people living in the urban core, or in more remote areas of Hanoi. 

 

Figure 6. Changes in Built-Up Land During Three Time Periods 

 
Figure 6. Hanoi urbanization pattern. SOURCE: Doung et al., 2015, 1223. 

For rural districts to become urban units, they must change their economic and land-use structure by 

reducing the proportion of agricultural activities. Once urban status is received, the district is 

subjected to modernization of either residential or industrial character. Thus, farmers of technically 

rural origin become urban dwellers just by a signature on a paper. Although the landscape physically 

look the same after the decision is made, living in what is considered an urban district increase the 

risk of being displaced significantly (Van Cu et al. 2014, 224-228).  

 

6.3   Compensation 
Monetary compensation for land is giving by the government to the affected household when seizing 

the land. The amount varies depending on how lucrative the location is and on the purpose but USD 

5-6 per square meter is normal, even though compensation can be as low as USD 1,7/m² or as high 

as USD 2 203/m² (Van Den Berg, Wijk and Hoi. 2003, 49-51). As of today, as little as a ten days’ 

notice can be issued prior to having the land seized, and the standard procedures of compensating are 

carried out by the state administration at district level. However, the first offer is normally lower than 

the actual worth.  

 

The three main determining components for payment addressing farmers’ land compensation are: (1) 

Money for the loss of land based on square meters and agricultural productivity of the land. (2) 

Money for the loss of crops. This compensation could be quite high in the case of perennial 
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production, such as fruit trees, but can be worth nothing if the land is seized right after harvest. (3) 

Money for job-training as a lump sum. However, the amount is unpredictable and irregularly handed 

out (Van Den Berg, Wijk and Hoi. 2003, 49-51). The law permits the authorities to compensate for 

only 50 percent of the lands’ market price, and as urbanization is highest in the peripheries of Hanoi, 

most tensions on land rights take place here. Thus, this is where the biggest difference between real 

property value and compensation rates are found (Hansen 2013, 13-18). 

 

One respondent stated a compensation of USD 6,9/m² in 2005 whereas the first offer was at USD 4,4 

(Interview farmer, Cau Giay). Farmland price per square meter increases parallel to the growth of 

Vietnams economy but is still incomparable to the areal price of residential land. Therefore, many 

farmers join cooperatives (farmers’ groups) to have a better chance of sustaining their land and 

livelihoods (Houng et al. 2013, 34-35). The main concern for them are not so much the price levels 

but, rather, the lack of transparency in what would be fair compensation. Compensated households 

do not know what to do with the lump sum received for the land use right (Van Den Berg, Wijk and 

Hoi. 2003, 49-52). To them, it is a loss of livelihood. Even though cases exist where urban farmers 

anticipate urban growth and seek access to land further away from Hanoi, most compensated farmers 

end up spending the money on consumables and find themselves food insecure (Interview Ms. 

Nguyen).  

 

Since the Vietnamese government has monopoly on power and the authority to decide compensation 

rates, the World Bank has suggested an independent land valuation team but this recommendation 

has yet to enter force (Interview Dr. Pulliat). Numerous cases can be found in Hanoi where the 

government seize the land of a farmer just to sell the rights to use it a week later to an investing 

foreign company. Hansen mentions a case from 2007 where the government compensated a farmer 

in Me Linh district USD 2 645, built a house frame and resold it for USD 661 243 (Hansen 2013, 13-

18).  

 

According to the Ministry of Labor, 627 495 households including 2,5 million farmers and 950 000 

laborers, were affected by land seizures between 2001-2005 as the government converted 366 440 

hectares of farmland into industrial land during those years (Hansen 2013, 15).  

As newly built industrial parks only hire three to five percent of the displaced farmers, even the 

alternative livelihoods are at risk. Seeing that the farmers generally have no proper education, they 

are “unqualified” to work in the factories.   
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6.4 Corruption  
Although the Anticorruption Law of 2005 now has twelve years under its belt, the prevalence of 

corruption by government officials and among the civil society remains high. A survey made by the 

World Bank from 2013 show that the Land Administration is on the second most corrupt sector.  

 

Figure 7. Most Corrupt Sectors According to Public Official, Enterprises, and Citizens (% 
selecting as among the top 3) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 7. SOURCE: The World Bank in Vietnam. "Survey Findings." Corruption from the Perspective of Citizens, Forms, and Public 
Officials. Referred to in Hansen 2013, 19 

In terms of the ‘Land Administration’, bribes from investors to public officials are mainly used to 

speed up application processes and to receive valuable information on state land-use planning. Cases 

where certain development projects are favored over others have also been traced back to bribes 

between officials and foreign investors (Hansen 2013, 21-27). In addition, a portion of the money 

purposed for compensation are sometimes pocketed by officials, resulting in less money for the 

affected land-user. From a farmers’ perspective, bribes can therefore be used to convince the 

officials of a higher compensation rate. Worth mentioning is that the corrupt system works both 

ways and that citizen sometimes contribute to this dishonest down-going spiral by “rigging the 

game” as well. People build extensions on their homes in order to increase the area-value and thus 

claim higher compensation (Hansen 2013, 27).  

 

The people of Hanoi are very concerned about their food sovereignty and losing their land result in 

riots. However, the opinions of urban households are suppressed by the public authorities as laws are 

enforced making it illegal to reproduce or comment any state actions on land seizures. For instance, 

‘Decree 72’ was passed in 2013 to prevent independent bloggers from criticizing the government for 
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corruption and human rights violations, placing Vietnam at 175 of 180 on the global ‘Freedom of 

press index’ (Reportar utan Gränser, 2016). Although big in numbers and well-organized, protesters 

are rarely heard of because media is strictly controlled by the government and stories on land 

confiscations rarely hit the papers (Interview Dr. Pulliat).  

 

6.5 Border Control  
The relations to China must not be left out of the process as it permeates so much of Vietnam’s 

actions. The 1 300-kilometer border is situated in the mountainous area of north Vietnam where 

many of the countries’ 54 ethnic minorities lives. These groups are normally very poor and earn 

extra money from begging and smuggling goods over the border. Bags of fertilizers are sometimes 

smuggled across the border but the interviewed ministries both declined the question even though the 

UN acknowledged the problem with the insecure Vietnam-China border (Van Hoi, Mol and 

Oosterveer 2013, 25). 

 

According to them, the government does not have sufficient capacity to secure the entire border but 

focuses on the main tolls. The smuggling contributes to the intensification of agriculture as large 

amount of nitrogen fertilizers, illegal in Vietnam, are brought over the border and shipped to cities 

like Hanoi where they are used to increase yields (Interview Dr. Vo Ngan, FAO and Dr. Nguyen, 

WHO). 

 

6.6 Food System 
The food system is in this study defined as a chain of activities connecting food- production, 

processing, distribution as well as consumption (Pothukuchi and Kaufman 2000, 113). Many 

livelihoods are dependent on the urban food chain for survival and the next section will briefly 

explain the phenomenon. I will start backwards by explaining the importance of distribution 

channels, and end up with the production patterns of UA from the transects.  

 

As already mentioned, vegetable consumption in Vietnam is high. The population eat between 75-

100kg vegetables/year per capita. Nevertheless, it is not as high as its neighboring country China 

with >125kg/year per capita but well over FAO recommendations of 75kg/year, and far more 

compared to many African countries which consume less than 50kg/year per capita. The global 

vegetable consumption is normally higher in rural areas but in Vietnam, the greater consumption of 

vegetables is found in the cities (Orsini et al. 2013, 707-708). This is made possible partly of cultural 

reasons, but also the wide variety of stakeholders involved in the sector. Producers, wholesalers, 
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collectors, traders, retailers and actors who combine two or more of these functions provide for a 

high consumption of vegetables in Hanoi (Hoang et al. 2003, 39-44). 

 
6.6.1 Supermarketization  
Other than food inspections at hotels and restaurants, the extension of supermarkets is the most 

provocative way of dealing with food safety scandals by the authorities. Retail policies to stimulate 

supermarket expansion is a key priority. The main target of the plan is 1 000 new supermarkets in 

Hanoi between 2015-2025 while reducing the number of informal street markets (Wertheim-Heck 

and Spaargaren 2015, 656). All modern retailers in Vietnam today are required to carry a certificate 

verifying that their vegetables have been produced in accordance with the national regulations on 

safe vegetable production. The new retail policy cope well the governments ambition to become a 

modern city. The general belief is that ‘modern’ is safer and thus, the plan is to reduce the traditional 

street markets in urban Hanoi from 97 in 2010 to about 15 by the end of 2020 (Wertheim-Heck, 

Vellema and Spaargaren. 2014, 327). 

 

As of now, all food stuffs sold from a middle-hand (Street vendor, whole sale market, supermarket 

etc.) are under the responsibility of Ministry of Health. All production-related issues fall under 

MARD, and food safety concerning export is a responsibility of Ministry of International Trade. This 

creates difficulties addressing food safety properly because collaboration over the ministry 

boundaries are hard due to separate budgets. A new joint group, with people from all government 

bodies, was recently formed in Ho Chi Minh City as an attempt to cope with food safety in a more 

efficient way. According to the ministries, better cooperation and communication is needed to 

improve the situation throughout the food chain, including the informal sector (Interview Dr. 

Nguyen, MARD) 

 

The political environment, allowing strong state interventions along all parts of the food chain, 

creates a dichotomy where the culturally rooted daily practices of producing and consuming 

vegetables are contradictive to the governments modern vision of the city. Previous research indicate 

that Vietnamese consumers rarely exceed their existing behavioral routines, even when food safety 

concerns are obvious. Shopping for vegetables at supermarkets is not yet an established practice as it 

accounts for less than two percent of total vegetable consumption in Hanoi (Wertheim-Heck, 

Vallema and Spaargaren 2014, 327-333). Although people of Hanoi are knowledgeable of 

safe/unsafe food, the consumption patterns are not shaped by rational considerations but are rather 

culturally driven. 
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6.6.2 Night Markets  
Most of today’s vegetable trading does not take place at the farm 

nor the supermarkets. Streets and alley ways make up the biggest 

market place and the vegetables sold here are either home grown 

or come from whole sale markets around the city (Interview Ms. 

Fletchet, VECO).  

 

Whether certified safe vegetable farmer or not, many farmers 

bring their produce to the night markets. Most farmers are familiar with the markets, and thus it is a 

great place to sell the highest amount to the highest price. Even though a lot of “black marketing” of 

vegetables took place during the communist era, market mechanisms are still quite new in Vietnam 

and hence many producers do not entirely trust the middlemen. Therefore, about half the sellers 

present on night markets are producers and the other half are intermediaries (Hoang et al. 2003, 9-

12). More than often farmers from the same areas cluster together to sell their vegetables at the same 

place and are therefore able to help each other when negotiating prices (Interview Thanh, transect 5).  

 

The wholesalers are responsible for choosing vegetables from areas around the city, collect them and 

bring them to the market. They have knowledge of when and where certain vegetables will be 

available and are therefore in a good position for negotiating prices – Thus, they are normally great 

sales men. Normally 2-3 types of vegetables are brought to the market every night and they have 

their own regular customers, mostly retailers.  

 

The Long Bien and Bac Qua market (figure 8) is located in Hoan Kiem district, next to the Long 

Bien and Chuong Doung bridges. During the day, the place is filled with well-sorted fruits and 

vegetables covering a total area of 1 800 m² and a main tourist attraction, but during the night the 

entire pavement along Tran Nhat Duat and Yen Phu street is crammed with vegetables from all over 

the delta and northern Vietnam. About 16 tons of vegetables are brought to Hanoi by wholesalers 

every day (Hoang et al. 2003, 9-12). Even trucks from China, especially during the hot season, come 

here to sell their produce. The trading takes place from 2 a.m. to 6 a.m. and representatives from 

hotels, restaurants and convenience stores shop their vegetables here, although street vendors make 

up most of the customers. The street vendors normally sell the vegetables to tourists in the Old 

Quarter (mainly fruit), or in their home district where they already have a solid customer base.  

 

Figure 8. Long Bien night market 
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6.7 Production Patterns  
Following are the results from the transects. As they outline the agricultural production patterns, they 

also contribute to creating the holistic picture of the food system as supplementary interview material 

has been gathered during the excursions. Use the attached .KMZ-file in order to self-navigate 

through the area. Press and hold the ‘R’-key to center the map on Google Earth.  

 

 
Figure 9. Examined transects of Urban Hanoi, 2017 – SEE ATTACHED .KMZ-FILE 

6.7.1 Transect 2 – Bac Tu Liem  
This area is a former rural district but made the transition into a quận 2013. It is located north west of 

Hanoi city center and is home to almost 350 000 people. The urbanization since 2004 has mainly 

been in forms of structured residential expansion. Although the agricultural activities here are well-

known for ornament flower production, the land adjoining the Red river in the north is intended for 

vegetable production. Welsh onion (Hanh Hoa) cabbage (Bap Cai) and tomato (Ca Chua) are mostly 

grown in the sediment, but pumpkin (Bi Ngo) and fruit trees are also detected.  

 

The flower production is found to the west where roses and lilies (Cuc) are the most common plants. 

Since the use of ornamental flowers is big in Vietnam, not least for the day-to-day decorating of the 

Buddha altars, most of these flowers are sold at the big flower market in the Tay Ho district or to 

retailers (Interview Mrs. Nguyen, transect 2).  

 

6.7.2 Transect 3 – Hoai Duc 
VietGAP (Vietnamese Good Agricultural Practice) is the Vietnamese governments’ own 

certification to ensure the production of vegetables has been made in a good and sustainable manner. 

For export of agricultural products, GlobalGAP or EuroGAP standards are being used in order to 
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match the recipient country’s limits on pesticide residue and other environmental factors (Interview 

Dr. Nguyen, WHO).  

 

The ‘Tien Le Cooperative for Safe Vegetable production’ is located in Hoai Duc district, a rural 

district on the edge of city fringe about 40 kilometers from the city center. The production here is 

following the VietGAP standards and is supported by Syngenta, a transnational company specialized 

in agrochemicals and seeds. The farmers pay an amount of USD 739 

for a piece of land and receive training in irrigation, pesticide- and 

fertilizer use, and post-harvest routines.  

 

During this field study, the main vegetables grown at the cooperative 

were cabbage, watercress, green mustard, spring onion and kohlrabi. 

Each of these vegetables sell for about USD 0,35-0,45/plant, although 

seasonality can increase the price significantly. For instance, the price 

on cabbage and kohlrabi around the lunar new year (Têt) can be as 

high as USD 1,2/plant (Interview farmer, Hoai Duc).  

 

The support provided by Syngenta comes in forms of nitrogen fertilizers and various types of bio-

pesticides. These are kept in a ‘safe house’ in one of the cooperatives buildings and are sold to the 

individual farmers at a discounted price. Additionally, cover nets are sponsored by Syngenta free of 

charge to prevent pests, infectious diseases as well as destruction due to heavy rainfalls. 

 
6.7.3 Transect 4 – Long Bien  
This transect was dominated by agricultural production on the river beds of the Red river. The 

nutritious sediment flowing downstream occasionally form small islands on the river, exceptionally 

good for cultivating even though the risk of flooding is evident. Farmers grow fruit trees close to the 

water line to reduce the risk of erosion as the roots reinforce the fragile sediment ground. Inside the 

created wall of trees, vegetables like kangkong (Rau Moung) and mugwort (Ngai Cuu) can be found 

(Interview farmer, Long Bien). 

 

The ‘Cu Khoi Cooperative’ for safe fruit production is located to the east of the city center, across 

the Red river in Long Bien. The sedimentary soil with high risk of erosion has kept the urbanization 

away from the area. Fruit such as banana (Chuoi), guava (Oi), jujube (Tao Ta) and Papaya (Duudu) 

are produced according to the VietGAP standards. Due to the risk of floods, watermarks are 

Figure 10. Interview with spokesperson for 
‘Tien Le Safe Vegetable Production’, Hoai Duc 
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strategically placed out along the fields to easier prevent any loss of produce. Much unlike the 

cooperative in Hoai Duc, post-harvest procedures are taking place further away from the shore 

because of the unpredictable waterline (Interview Mrs. Nguyen, transect 4).  

 
6.7.4 Transect 5 – Duy Tien (Ha Nam province)  
The other main certification for safe (and sometimes completely organic) vegetables is the 

Participatory Guarantee System (PGS) and was approved by the government (MARD) in July 2014. 

PGS was first introduced in Denmark and has been successfully applied in 70 countries. The 

certification brings producers, retailers, local government and consumers together for a safer food 

future (Interview Ms. Fletchet, VECO).  

 

“The system aims to ensure the quality of organic and/or safe vegetables for consumers, secure 

livelihood for farmers while increasing their incomes” – Charlotte Fletchet, VECO. 

 

Farmer organizations from a total of 8 provinces across Vietnam have adapted this system for both 

safe and organic vegetables. The green PGS-logotype guarantees that the vegetables carrying it 

contain safe levels of chemical residues, harmless to any human. This participatory model starts with 

farmers signing a pledge to produce vegetables in accordance with basic GAP (Good Agricultural 

Practice), participate in cross-checkings, inspections and relevant meetings. Farmer 

groups/cooperative then carry out cross-inspections of other 

farmers and report results to a local coordination board who 

also handles certification requests (VECO, 2015).  

 

The vegetables from the visited farm in Ha Nam were clearly 

labelled. This results in more clarity for consumers and 

simplify the process of having them sold. Linking up retailers 

with safe vegetable farmers is crucial as the retailers are a key 

stakeholder in monitoring the farming practices. The organic 

farm had a variety of crops, such as: guava, grape fruit, papaya, tomatoes (Ca Chua), soy bean (Dau 

Tuong) and leafy vegetables (Interview farmer, Duy Tien). Since no use of pesticides correlate with 

the practices of the PGS certification, colorful daisies were planted out amongst the fields to distract 

moths and other pests from eating the crops (figure 10). 

 

Figure 11. Daisy planted next to cabbage for pest 
control 
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6.7.5 Transect 6 – Dong Anh  
Although Dong Anh is classified as a rural district, its location just north from of the Red river is 

closer to the city center than many urban districts. The Japanese sponsored and newly built Cau Nhat 

Tan bridge connects Dong Anh with Tay Ho on the west side of the Red river. The proximity to 

down town Hanoi make the district more lucrative for both housing and industries and speculations 

are that this will be the next district in line to receive urban status.  

 

Traditionally, Dong Anh has been a large producer of rice (Lua) as paddy fields are seen on either 

side of the high way while driving through the district. The shore facing out towards the Red river 

are of sedimentary soils and hence good for cultivating. Intensive practices are encountered along the 

river but the further away from the water one get, extensive production with low land-value crops, 

such as rice and maize, are cultivated (Interview farmer, Dong Ahn). On the contrary from the plots 

in the city where crops are grown all year around, water buffalos are spotted grazing on land 

consciously left to fallow. As this will help the land recover and gain fertility, it is also a sign of a 

more sustainable production. The absence of nitrogen-filled bags on the field, as commonly seen in 

the urban districts, also add to the area’s extensive production pattern.  

  
6.8 VietGAP versus PGS   
The greatest advantage of belonging to any farmers’ groups, regardless VietGAP or PGS certified, is 

that buyers are easily found. Normally, shops or supermarkets pick up the vegetables with truck after 

they have been packed and labeled correctly according to the chosen standards.  

 

The biggest issue with farming under VietGAP has been the startup cost. The ‘Tien Le Cooperative' 

charge the individual farmers USD 2,2/month for electricity, USD 0,35/package for biological 

pesticides and USD 7-9/kg for seeds. Expenditure for renting labor (if needed) is USD 5,2 dong/day, 

and in combination with the start-up fee of almost USD 800, many farmers need to loan up to USD 

900/year. Compared to the relative small USD 9 dong start-up fee of the PGS certification, VietGAP 

is less suitable for poor small scale farmers who want to secure their livelihood. Another upside the 

PGS certification offer is the trust the label provides. As a retailer or consumer, visiting PGS farms 

for self-inspection is possible at any time and that transparency creates trust (Interview Ms. Fletchet, 

VECO)  

 

“VietGAP does not work because of the high fees. Only established farmers can afford it, it is simply 

too expensive for me” –  PGS certified farmer, Ha Nam province. 
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Mutual for urban farmers’ groups is the change of crops cultivated. Many farmers who previously 

produced maize or rice now respond to urban market demands. As they live in, or close to the city, 

they switch to crops with higher land-value. The benefits from growing vegetables in Hanoi are two 

to three times higher than growing rice (Van Den Berg, Wijk and Hoi 2003, 44-52). Consequently, 

many farmers look to join certified farmers’ groups like the ones of the PGS or VietGAP certificate 

because of the higher income earned. The remaining conventional vegetable production in Hanoi is 

grounded on the expertise of the individual farmer. Safety standards and quality control is virtually 

absent albeit not totally excluded (Interview Dr. Vo Ngan).  

 
6.9 Seasonality  
Due to better seeds and more intensive farming techniques, the urban productions of vegetables are 

still increasing despite the circumstances of industrial expansion. Although vegetables are grown all 

year-round, supply of temperate vegetables like cabbage is strongly seasonal. Production usually 

reaches its peak during the end of the winter season (March), before dropping severely during the 

summer months due to of heavy rainfalls and extremely high temperatures (Hoang et al. 2003, 12-

15). The markets were flooded with all kinds of fruits and vegetables during the time of the study, 

whereas only a small amount are sold in June/July (Huong et al. 2013, 29-33).  

 

However, most leafy vegetables are grown all year around in the city. They have a short growth 

duration which make them more suitable for urban environments. Ironically, leafy vegetables are 

more prone to pollution than any other crops (Interview Ms. Fletchet, VECO) The seasonality 

translates into high variations in prices throughout the year. Kangkong, for instance, have a 

minimum average price of USD 0,03/kg and a maximum average of USD 0,1/kg, while tomato had a 

minimum price of USD 0,04/kg and a maximum of USD 0,45/kg. For tomato, that is a 473 percent 

increase in price whether kangkong only has a 94 percent seasonality price increase (Hoang et al. 

2003, 42). This is explained by the fact that tomato is a more temperate vegetable and cannot be 

grown all year around. In general, the price on temperate vegetables are high in June/July because of 

low yields and hence Chinese imported vegetables moderate the demand during the summer months.  

Although not firmly documented, heavy rainfalls can destroy complete fields of more perishable 

crops in this region, making vegetable production in the hot season more uncertain. Floods do appear 

occasionally, resulting in severe losses for many farmers (Interview farmer, Long Bien). Last major 

flood in Hanoi was in 2008, and in combination with the already existing food crisis of that time, it 

caused prices of all vegetables to increase (Huong et al. 2013, 28).  
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Because of the high humidity levels during the cool and humid season, the infamous agricultural 

disease ‘late blight’ was the biggest concern in terms of pests and other diseases (Interview farmers, 

Bac Tu Liem and Hoai Duc). Supposedly, the incidence of diamondback moth is also more abundant 

during this time of the year even though my only encounter was from my own bathroom and not 

from the field.   

 

Most of the soils in the delta are of alluvial type, generally considered to be suitable for crop 

production, including vegetables. The texture near the river banks is quite sandy in comparison to 

soils further away as they are of either clay- or silt type. However, soil conditions vary locally. For 

instance, the soils in Dong Ahn, are low in organic matter and nitrogen but are still considered an 

important district for agriculture (Huong et al. 2013, 30). 

7.  Analysis  
 
7.1 Production Patterns 
Farming is of great importance for the urban households and an abundant resource in the family 

economy. 17 percent of urban dwellers originate their entire income from farming and almost 70 

percent earn parts of their income from it. This indicate the importance of UA in Hanoi, not least in 

the informal sector. Farming in an urban environment is substantially different from traditional 

farming, especially regarding two aspects: land and human resources. Due to the lack of available 

land for cultivating, an intensification of the production, with high value crops, is a must in the cities 

(Orsini et al. 2013, 698-704). Such an intensification requires more labor which is more expensive. 

However, people with land use rights are normally not the ones worst off as they have access to land, 

and therefore such an intensification is reasonable. The poorest are normally those who lack access 

to land and are instead required to trade vegetables on the street (Zezza and Tasciotti 2010, 266-267). 

 

Location and season both influence the type of crop production. The lack of sufficient cool storage 

and adequate transportations for vegetables in the city limit the production of perishable crops to the 

urban districts. Leafy vegetables are hence the dominating crops as they have short shelf life and do 

not withstand transportations well – perfectly suited for UA. They offer urban farmers a market 

niche that rural farmers are not subjected to vis-à-vis. The proximity is essential in supplying the city 

with vegetables such as; lettuce (Xa bah), welsh onion (Hanh hoa), green mustard (Cai bap) or 

spinach (Mong toi) (Orsini et al. 2013, 705). If the farm is too far away from the city, the produce 

will not keep the same freshness and hence will not be sold for a good price.  
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Other perishable vegetables adapted to the climate of the Red river delta and suitable for UA are 

kangkong and choy sum. In fact, 73-100 percent of all kangkong and 91 percent of all choy sum sold 

at Hanoi wholesale markets are grown within 10 km from the city center (Hoang et al. 2003, 36-38). 

Moreover, 80 percent of all fresh vegetables consumed in Hanoi come from the urban districts (Nong 

et al. 2015, 1225). For many less fortunate people, these crops ensure sufficient food supply and 

reduces the dependence on the market so that money can be spent elsewhere rather than on food 

stuffs.   

 
Rice production and more extensive farming practices pick up in the outskirts of the city, seeing that 

large pieces of land are required. Smaller paddies are to be found in urban Hanoi as well but are 

primarily used for household consumption only. Yet, vegetables are preferred as they are more 

considered a “cash crop” with higher land value. An income report from Ho Chi Minh City revealed 

that the net daily income from vegetable production is twofold or higher compared to rice (Orsini et 

al. 2013, 704-707). However, the vegetable production is less predictable compared to rice and 

involve more labor. The government also promote the production of rice to maintain national food 

security, especially during the summer months as vegetable production is more prone to pests, 

diseases and damage from heavy rainfalls (Interview Dr. Nguyen, MARD). Thus, many farmers 

grow rice in addition to vegetables as an insurance policy to stay food secure (Huong et al. 2013, 28-

33). 

 
7.2 A Farmers’ Perspective   
Two major observations were made on the effects of land seizures for urban farmers. (1) Many felt 

deceived but hardly expressed any dissatisfaction toward the policies made by the government 

(maybe in fear of getting in trouble). The laws in Vietnam are constructed so the will of the 

government must be obeyed at all times for the public good. Any attempts to overrule them can 

result in long prison sentences and therefore some respondents might have been somewhat biased 

and not prone to criticize the actions by the public authorities, even though not fully pleased with 

their situation (Interview with farmers along transect 2, 4 and 5). 

 

(2) The urban development has been especially harsh on the elders. Going from an economy totally 

dependent on agricultural production to an industrialized economy, not only changes the physical 

landscape of Hanoi but the livelihoods as well. While young people turn to the city for work, the 

elders are rather ‘unwanted’, with less opportunities to find jobs in modern Hanoi. Government 
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support programs, such as job training exist but are extremely limited (Interview Dr. Nguyen, 

MARD).  

 

“Older farmers suffer most from the urbanization. Young people can find jobs in factories but no one 

wants to hire people older than 50 (years)” – Dr. Nguyen, WHO. 

 

However, mixed feelings were observed by my respondents to the land seizures made by the 

government. The possibility of not having the option to choose whether to keep the land or not was 

intriguing. In many cases, the land had been securing the households food demands over generations 

and have an emotional value that cannot be replaced. On the other hand, the compensation in form of 

money are always much welcomed. In fact, many older farmers open bank accounts, deposit the 

compensation, and are in today’s Vietnam able to live off the interest they receive monthly from the 

land compensation. On average, the amount of money one farmer earns from selling rice every 

month equals the interest they receive from the compensation (average) and hence, not every farmer 

minds having their land seized (Interview farmers in Cau Giay and Tay Ho). 

 

Because of the different laws on farm land compared to residential land, many locals in the outskirts 

of Hanoi built houses to secure the land from being seized. The sao’s become the fundament for the 

houses and hence charismatic long rectangular houses can be seen all over northern Vietnam (figure 

12). Of those who do not turn their farm land into residential land, 

agricultural production is intensified and high-value crops are grown 

to cover land costs (Interview Mrs. Thanh, transect 6). This 

demonstrates how the urbanization impact agricultural practices in 

the peri-urban areas (Nong et al. 2015, 1221-1227). Higher value 

crops, such as fruit and vegetables, receive better returns than rice or 

corn and therefore, farmers in Hanoi adapt their production strategies 

to maintain their livelihoods (Pulliat 2015, 6).  

 
7.3 Evaluation of the Von Thünen Model 
The observations within the urban districts show signs of exclusively intensive farming. High land 

value crops, such as leafy vegetables, can be harvested up to seven times/year and thus they are 

found anywhere where there is an open lot. The rural district of Dong Ahn was the only examined 

transect where an extensive use of farming techniques was detected. The main reason why is because 

the district is still of rural status and therefore not prone to the urbanization as much as other districts 

Figure 12. House built on land 
according to measurements of one 

“Sao” 
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with the same proximity to the city center. However, the newly built bridge will most likely speed up 

that process and cultivators are at risk of displacement in the near future.  

 

The distance to the market is crucial for urban farmers in regards to selling the produce. As demand 

is high and fresh vegetables easily sold, farming close to the market usually means low 

transportation costs and a higher net profit. However, UA face higher risks in terms of pollution and 

loss of farmland vis-à-vis rural production (Huong et al. 2013, 33-34). Indeed, when the season is 

right, most vegetables consumed in Hanoi city come from less than 30 kilometers away and 

perishable vegetables from within a 10-kilometer radius (Hoang et al. 2003, 43).  

 

The second “stage” of the Von Thünen model – Forestry – is not as significant in Hanoi as it perhaps 

once was. As factories are more commonly seen than trees in the city fringe, forestry has been 

pushed further out in the periphery. In todays urbanized context, ‘forestry’ would share the stage of 

‘ranching’ rather than being wedged in between intensive and extensive agriculture as the model 

originally suggests. Besides, the market place Von Thünen once referred to has now been replaced 

by a seven million people city, where thousands of formal and informal market-nodes together form 

a web where food stuffs are traded several times before consumed. This implies that the principals of 

the Von Thünen model is still intact although slightly adjusted.  

 
7.4 Shopping Habits   
The vegetable shopping is shaped by either (1) spatial 

constraints or (2) temporal constraints. Remittances are 

not the only outcome of the rural-urban migration, but 

many urban dwellers turn to their rural networks for 

support. Migrants from rural areas often move to places 

within Hanoi where they know somebody from their 

home village or commune. This provides a safety net in 

need of help but also a sense of trust (Interview Mrs. Thanh, transect 6). 

(1) More than often vendors and buyers know each other from before and old relationships are 

valued socially as well as economically. This is especially the case in poorer communities in the 

outskirts of Hanoi where livelihoods are still generally relying on traditional ‘if I scratch your back, 

you scratch mine’-type of insurance systems based on mutual appreciation (Wertheim-Heck, 

Vellema and Spaargaren 2014, 332-333). Therefore, the social aspect of vegetable shopping must not 

be underestimated. The convenience of having a personal relation to the vendor submit trust as 

Figure 13. Street vendor on Nghi Tam, Tay Ho 



 37 

he/she provide information about their produce, and usually a decent price. Determining livelihood 

outcomes are in many cases not questions of what you know but who you know (Turner 2009, 1213). 

Additionally, vegetable shopping is viewed as a social interaction with the neighboring community. 

Such interaction cannot be found at modern supermarkets. Normally the vendor is within walking 

distance from the buyer’s home and a strong node in the community network (Wertheim-Heck, 

Vellema and Spaargaren 2014, 331-333) & (Interview Mrs. Nguyen, transect 2)  

 

(2) Shopping at a geographically suitable vendor saves time. Vendors are strategically seated 

throughout important road networks or densely populated areas, either sitting on the pavement or 

walking up and down the street repeatedly. The latter is more commonly seen in the Old Quarter 

where tourists normally live during their stay and thus, prices on greens here are sometimes 

quadrupled (Interview Dr. Nguyen, MARD). ‘Shopping without stopping’ goes for locals in the 

urban districts as they sometimes do not even get off their motorbike but picks out the vegetables, 

pays for them and take off in one motion. Very impressive.   

 

While the prices can differ heavily upon the supply/demand of the streets market, shopping here is 

still cheaper than the fixed prices of supermarkets. Safe vegetables are on average 10-30 percent 

more expensive than the conventional choice. Although policies for enhanced food safety are 

developed by decreasing the informal street vending whilst boosting the supermarketization, public 

officials believes food safety must start at the production level to have a genuine impact (Interview 

Mr. Duong, MoH). 

 

The supermarket shopping is slowly increasing by a limited higher income group who normally have 

dual incomes and adequate storage facilities. However, most of the Hanoi consumers live on income 

levels constraining their daily food budgets. The reluctance to adopt supermarket shopping is also 

historically rooted in social interdependence as street markets provide vital social safety-nets at the 

community level, shaped by rural-urban migration (Wertheim-Heck and Spaargaren 2015, 666-668).  

Therefore, shopping at street markets tend to continue until income levels are equal to the concern of 

eating guaranteed safe food. Although the specific production- and shopping patterns this study 

reveal may not be representative for Asia, or even Vietnam, the struggle with food safety in the 

context of rapidly changing surroundings is a recognized problem throughout Asia (Wertheim-Heck 

and Spaargaren 2015, 669).  
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8.  Concluding Discussion  
According to my findings and the existing literature presented in this study, Hanoi is going through 

an extraordinary development. Changes involve rapid urbanization, intensification of agriculture, 

modernization of food systems and alterations of food consumption habits. All these factors 

contribute to the evolution of UA in Hanoi. Either empowering it, or challenging its very existence.  

 

The cultivation of the Red river delta moves towards intensive, high-value food production for 

export and local urban markets. Although less land is left for agricultural purposes, the demand for 

food stuffs are increasing as the city’s population grows. Indeed, this opens for production from the 

surrounding districts, as the proximity of previously remote areas now has good communication to 

markets. As Nong et. al. described earlier, the urbanization of Hanoi is not taking place at the urban 

core but in the peri-urban areas of the city. Thus, despite the governments urge to modernize and 

industrialize, there is still room for UA in the future.  

 
8.1 Opportunities 
Urban agriculture creates job opportunities. The income from UA, usually obtained by selling 

portions of the surplus from the household consumption at a local market, has an important place in 

the family economy. More than often it allows people without a job to contribute to the family 

economy and gives these people a sense of purpose. Old as young. Since it is estimated that urban 

poor generally spends between 60-85 percent of their income on food, UA reduces costs of food 

purchases drastically. In addition, as the economic transition continues, better cooling systems and 

transportation options will make it safer to transport vegetables from even further away. Thus, the 

opportunities for UA today is biggest in the urban core along the Red river and beyond the 15-

kilometer radius to the west of the city as those areas are least prone to urbanization today. However, 

as more FDI is continuously pumped into the Vietnam, these areas, too, are vulnerable for land 

seizures in the future.  

 

In terms of the sustainable development discourse, there is certainly need for more integrated 

planning of land use in Hanoi. While the city has the potential to become one of the world’s most 

sustainable cities, the ministries sometimes work in opposite directions and hardly cooperate. This is 

especially an issue with the ‘Hanoi Capital Masterplan of 2020 with vision 2050’, where MARD 

wants to prevail green areas whereas the Ministry of Construction (MoC) keeps buying out land from 

farmers just to sell it back to foreign investors. If a sustainable intensification of existing cultivated 

areas can be achieved, Hanoi has a chance to become model for the development of UA. However, 
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the fast-paced urbanization competing with the livelihoods of thousands of farmers will continue due 

to the government’s eager for modernization. As a matter of fact, Vietnam is going through the same 

exact transition as many industrialized countries did in the past, where sustainability comes second to 

the country’s economic development and interest to modernize.  

  

Yet, the majority do not seem to mind a slightly “dirty” form of industrialization if the country is 

modernized in a sustainable way. This is especially true for the internet-savvy youth who are 

influenced by western-type popular culture, anxious to learn English and wants to be a part of the 

global village we now find ourselves in. If policy makers of Hanoi find ways to cooperate more 

efficiently and adopt more principals of SD, areas left for agricultural purposes in the urban core 

could enhance a sustainable modernization. UA can reduce the environmental footprint of Hanoi by 

cutting emissions for transport and packaging of vegetables. The proximity to the urban population 

result in less energy spent on moving the produce into the city.  

 

As many urban areas and populations have more in common with rural areas, searching for 

characteristics of typical urban livelihoods is misleading. Although the SL approach is a great 

analytical tool and overlaying goal for development, distinctions between rural and urban livelihoods 

in Hanoi should be undertaken with great caution. Since the rural-urban links are so strong, the SL 

approach should only recognize the local contexts and realities of the food insecure men and women 

rather than the city as a homogenous place. The ability of UA to provide more nutritious diets while 

giving poor better access to food and incomes must be considered the main strengths of any 

agricultural production, whether rural or urban.  

 

Vegetable production will therefore continue to play an important role in the life for urban dwellers 

in Hanoi. If the cultural heritage, and interest of cultivating, is passed down to future generations 

properly, the risk of many western related welfare diseases (diabetes and cardiovascular diseases 

etc.) can be prevented as well. So far, obesity and diabetes are not big health issues in Hanoi, most 

likely because of a strong traditional connection to the domestic food with its nutritious diets 

(Interview Dr. Nguyen, WHO).  

 
8.2 Constraints  
The transition from an agricultural oriented economy to an industrial one will continue to put 

pressure on the livelihoods in Hanoi. The constant seizures of arable land are erasing necessary 

assets for survival by many poor people. The money giving in exchange for the land can compensate 
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the initial loss of income but is limited and can never replace all characteristics of UA, such as: food 

supply, reduced dependence on the market, and a diversification of the livelihood. The farmers in 

these vulnerable areas are increasingly confronted by the inconsistent and non-transparent 

compensations from the state, and therefore always pending in food in-security.  

 

While more industrial jobs are created, farmers lose valuable land and are forced into different 

professions in which they have no experience. While young people find ways to alter their 

livelihoods more easily, it is often the older population (+50) who suffer the most from the 

industrialization. As the state seem to regard farmland as a land reserve, many livelihoods in urban 

districts depend on the land for their food-securitization strategies. This is especially true for low-

income households as UA reduces their food vulnerability and hence become a factor of resilience.  

Thus, spatial justice is of great concern in Hanoi. Not being compensated fairly and not being able to 

protest anger urban dwellers, and as the government-owned media chose not to cover stories on land 

seizures, the voices of the urban farmers are silenced. Increased transparency of how, when and 

where urbanization takes place will allow urban planners to minimize economic, social and 

environmental risks for the livelihoods subjected to land seizures.  

 

The SL approach indicate that the urbanization of Hanoi generates rising inequalities. Although it 

jeopardizes and sometimes damages urban livelihoods, there are still many who subscribe the 

modernist vision of urban planning and willingly call on the state for guidance. From a perspective 

of modernization, the remains of deeply rooted communist structures has enabled the development to 

excel the way it has. Although dissatisfaction of the status quo is experienced by some respondents, 

the belief in doing what is best for the public good is still very predominant. While many citizen rally 

against urban state interventions, it is not the modernization itself they object but more so a corrupt 

system where access to resources are unevenly distributed and non-transparent.  

 

In addition, shopping for vegetables 6-7 times a week is a time-consuming activity which conflicts 

with other activities in everyday life. As city dwellers adjust to the industrial economy, school, 

household chores and even recreational activities also contribute to the altercation of daily life. As 

technology for better cooling storage evolve, new generations are shifting away from spatial 

shopping practices and are instead drawn towards shopping routines based on time constraints. 

Although the food culture of northern Vietnam is heavily imprinted by the combination of fresh and 

cooked vegetables, a well-functioning fridge lessen the time spent on buying fresh vegetables every 

day and hence also the time spent at informal markets.  
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As social interaction is not equally important for the youth when shopping as for the older 

population, the government’s promotion of supermarkets will further contribute to a declined 

dependence on informal street markets for vegetables. As far as the food culture is concerned, 

shopping at supermarkets will only become a common practice if the price is affordable and the 

convenience of knowing the vendor is no longer of significance.  

 

Despite the top-down interventions on food safety, the authorities have not yet been able to charm 

customers to buy certified safe vegetables. However, there is a clear correlation between the ongoing 

modernization of Hanoi and changes in agricultural production standards. Whether in rural or urban 

districts, the shift towards safer production of crops is necessary in order for farmers to sell to formal 

markets. The supermarketization requires certified vegetables and the wealthier people get, the more 

concerned about safe food they become. Due to the public pressure on safe food, MARD educate 

farmers in producing vegetables with restricted use of pesticides and fertilizers as well as integrated 

water resource management (Van Hoi, Mol and Oosterveer 2013, 22-23). Thus, farmers’ knowledge 

on food safety has been improved.  

 

Issues of food security and nutrition have wide reaching effects on urban poor and UA could be used 

as a solution. If the socio-economic benefits of UA are preserved and its cultural role well-kept, the 

future function of UA must not be underestimated as a primary tool for poverty alleviation. 

However, since the economic boom, stimulated by the Doi moi reforms in 1986, the urban 

development has been unavoidable and hence the urge to modernize will continue to affect 

livelihoods along the food chain. The complexity of the food system makes it tough for public 

authorities to guarantee food safety but the present legislation on food safety is good. Enforcing it 

into society is the major challenge today, but as far as the urban dwellers are concerned -  to eat is 

more critical than what to eat. After all, there is no food safety without food security.   
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