At the other end of the country, in the Mekong Delta province of
Long An, Tuan is of a similar age to Bic but is a very different kind
of farmer. In the South the collapse of collectivisation meant that
land reverted to its previous owners, which meant that Tuan
regained the two hectares of land he bought way back in 1963 with
money he'd saved from work in fishing. The reforms have pushed
up his standard of living to a level Bic could only dream of.
Whereas Bic says if she had more money she would simply buy
more food, Tuan has already equipped his house with a television
set, a video and a cassette deck.
But the more important contrast is between Tuan and the people
in his own neighbourhood, whom he employs to work in his fields
on a casual basis. These poorer people, whom collectivisation was
designed to benefit, have been left high and dry by the reforms.
They have no land of their own and must rely on finding
employment with those that do have it - often there is not enough
work to go round.
It reminds us of the peasants' image of the shoulder pole, which
showed that, even under a communist system, there were great
inequalities between regions due to differences in soil fertility, and
population pressures. Doi moi has already started to deliver the
agricultural goods - but some people are bound to benefit from it
more than others.

Tuan, proud to point to his own
two hectares of earth.

The farmer in the shadow of the Dam
Le Sy Chinh lives in the shadow of the Dong Be Dam, built with
Oxfam support, in Trieu Son district. His family have lived in this
area since 1962, and he moved back here in 1985 when he left the
army.
T was born here, and grew up here; but our house was in the
middle of the proposed reservoir so we had to move, just a few
hundred metres. When we heard about the Dam, we had a meeting
of the families involved to decide where to move to, whether to
move only a short distance away or out of the district altogether.
'That was when we decided to move only a little distance from
our original homes. At the beginning I felt very sad to leave my old
home, but now we are very happy.'
His parents live just 200 metres away. He has seven brothers and
sisters, all of whom live nearby. His eldest sister is 50 and lives only
a matter of metres away, his second brother works in the district
hospital, and his third brother is a soldier who has just left the
forces. All the brothers served in the army.
Chinh, who left the army four years ago, fought in Cambodia
where he contracted malaria. For the first two months after he
returned from the army he had a bad bout of malaria, but after
treatment he now only suffers intermittent attacks; 'whenever I
work hard and feel tired'.
'When I returned to this village and my parents' home,' says
Chinh, 'the co-operative supplied me with 90 kilos of rice - 45 free
and a further 45 at half price - so that I could look for work here or
in other areas, and to see if I could go back to agricultural work.
After such a long time in the army, I might not have been able to
handle it. The rice rations meant that I was not a burden on my
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Dong Be Dam.
The reservoir is beginning to fill
up; the spillway is still under
construction (right foreground).
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Above: The tranquil beauty of water, sky and rice
fields, central Vietnam. The fields in the
background have been flooded in preparation for
planting out rice seedlings.
Left: Since the doi moi changes, people are able to
sell their own produce in street markets.
Vietnamese farmers grow a very wide range of
fruit and vegetables.

Above: Madonnas, pop
stars and communist
flags go to make up a
rich cultural mix on the
streets of Hanoi.
The flags are
celebrating the 45th
Anniversary of
Independence.

Left: A mural for the
100th Anniversary of
Ho Chi Minn's birth.

Right: In the South,
people are eager for the
consumer goods which
go with a Western lifestyle. The motorbikes are
mostly Japanese imports.

Right: Buddhist deity, on guard
at the entrance to a historic
pagoda, beside the Perfume
River on the outskirts of Hue.

A long and rocky road
A tiny roadside stall, just big enough for the proprietor to sit in
behind the display of locally made beer and soft drinks, sweets,
instant noodles, and packs of Hero cigarettes. It could be anywhere
in Vietnam, though in the cities you might expect to find Dunhill
and 555 cigarettes alongside the Vietnamese-made ones (which are
considered vastly inferior).
But this stall is in a tiny village just south of Dong Hoi in central
Vietnam: it stands on the corner where the one-storey houses give
way to the paddy fields, and it is run by Hoa. She's 20 years old
though, like most Vietnamese, she looks quite a bit younger to the
Western eye. She only started this stall four months ago when she
finished school, and still has to do her share of work in the family's
fields, but already she is earning the equivalent of about £2.50 a day
by buying goods in the town and then selling them here at a 20 per
cent mark-up. Hers is the kind of entrepreneurial initiative which
would have been frowned upon in Vietnam only five years ago, yet
the change has been so complete that Hoa has little sense of how
different things were in the past - and she dismisses the war against
the US with an abrupt 'Who wants to talk about that!'
Just as Hoa's is an utterly typical roadside stall, so she could
stand as a symbol of Vietnam's economy as it flutters into life:
brash, forward-looking and full of initiative but as yet operating on
a very small scale.
Even in the ever-diminishing state sector, small co-operatives and
bigger factories express the new spirit of enterprise. Factory
managers are beginning to talk like their capitalist counterparts.
'Growth is the only solution,' says the manager of the Dong Tarn
Engineering Company on the outskirts of Ho Chi Minh City, 'and
we must produce what the people want.'
Ingenuity is being encouraged. 'We can copy everything, but we
lack money,' says the young manager of a newly-started family
business in Ho Chi Minh City. 'Last year we copied a Japanese rice
mill, and now we produce a stone-cutting machine copied from an
Italian catalogue mailed to us by a member of our family living in
Europe.'
And everyone, from the street sellers to the policy makers, seems
optimistic that Vietnam can launch itself down the capitalist road
with great success. But for the moment that process is still
hampered by the embargo on Western trade and official aid that
was imposed at the time of Vietnam's invasion of Cambodia, in
1979.
Vietnam's economy has in recent years relied heavily on aid from
and trade with the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Since 1978,
when Vietnam joined the CMEA, the socialist bloc's common
market, it has received well over a billion dollars worth of aid every
year from those countries. Much of this has been concentrated in
large and important infrastructure projects, such as electricity
generation at the massive Hoa Binh hydro-power dam. A large
trade deficit has also built up between Vietnam and CMEA
countries. Since the major political changes that have taken place in
Eastern Europe, this economic and political support is no longer
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Hoa and her typical
roadside stall, one of
thousands that have
opened since the
economy was
liberalised.

Up to the minute
electronics, timeless
transport. Just about
every street in Hanoi
now seems to have a
shop piled to the
ceiling with boxes of
the latest Japanese
videos and stereos.

forthcoming, and Russia is demanding repayments of its loans to
Vietnam, in dollars rather than roubles. As a result, Vietnam is now
desperate to open its doors and arms to all comers. The
Government has introduced the most liberal foreign-investment
laws in South-East Asia, but hitherto only its East Asian neighbours
have really taken advantage. Trade with Japan, Singapore and
South Korea is beginning to take off, and Taiwanese entrepreneurs
in particular have begun investing in businesses in Ho Chi Minh
City, convinced that Vietnam represents the region's most lucrative
investment in the long term. Taiwan is now the biggest foreign
investor in Vietnam, responsible for $439 million worth of projects
up to June 1991.
Vietnam, after all, is a country rich in natural resources - and with
the thirteenth highest population in the world it has a large
domestic market waiting to be tapped if living standards start to
take off. The hope is that if Western companies see sufficient
potential advantage they will disregard the political implications;
although the economic policy of the US remains a powerful
influence. US companies have themselves been engaging in behind
' the scenes lobbying to get the embargo lifted, recognising the
opportunities they are missing. Vietnam has concluded deals with
oil companies from nine countries, with Britain most heavily
involved, by which they will share the profits from any oil or gas
which is found on a 50-50 basis. The US company Mobil, banned
from direct trading relationships with Vietnam, has been seeking a
way into these oilfields by the back door - a 'joint venture' with the
Russians.
A review of Vietnam by an international investment firm stated
that the long-term potential of the country was impressive: 'proven
oil reserves are amongst the largest in the world, but years of
exploration will be needed to bring them into use'.
Oil may help, but oil alone is certainly not going to work an
economic miracle. Even if the international barriers come down,
Vietnam is going to have great trouble adjusting to the rigours of
the global market. The fact that average factory wages in Vietnam
are lower than in any other Asian country (except Bangladesh) may
help it to find overseas markets, in the early stages, for its light
industrial products, such as clothing and footwear. But the
Vietnamese legal and banking structures need to be brought into
line with international standards before investors will have real
confidence in the economy. The apparent ambition of government
economists to emulate the success of the 'Four Little Tigers' Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore and Hong Kong - seems more than
a little fanciful at the moment.
The road that runs past Hoa's stall is rutted and pitted. It is
Vietnam's main arterial highway, and its state of disrepair
illustrates the difficulties that Vietnam has had in renewing its
infrastructure after the devastation of the war - and that in turn is a
major obstacle in the way of economic progress. Whether Hoa looks
to the north or the south, the road ahead of her, and the nascent
market economy she symbolises, is long and decidedly rocky.
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The doctor is out selling...
'The health system here is good but there is no content to it. You see
what I mean? The Vietnamese health system is a model for the way
it goes from the centre to the province to the district to the
commune. Perfect! But the content! There's no medicine, no
equipment and no personnel. The medical personnel aren't
working, they're busy selling things in the street to make a living.'
So says Dr Duong Quynh Hoa, who should know since she was
Minister of Health between 1975 and 1976 and has since been
Director of the Children's Hospital in Ho Chi Minh City.
The problem she refers to is a recent one and is a worrying
downside of the doi moi reforms. Communist Vietnam had a health
strategy which was a shining example for a country in its position.
All too many developing countries have followed a Western model
of health care, building expensive, prestige hospitals in the towns
but neglecting the needs of ordinary rural people for simple but
sometimes life-saving treatment, and preventive medicine. In
contrast, long before the international community started
promoting the concept, one of Vietnam's strengths as a society was
its investment in primary health care - every village had its own
clinic, staffed by people with medical training that was limited but
enabled them to deal with certain common illnesses and health
needs. More complicated cases were referred on to polyclinics or
hospitals elsewhere in the district or province. Meanwhile, the clinic
staff could also concentrate on community health education
programmes - on topics such as malaria, nutrition and birth
control.
But this health-care system was part and parcel of a collectivised
economic and social system - the funds to pay the clinic staff and
buy medicines and equipment came out of collective surpluses
generated in agriculture or industry. Now that the economy has
been substantially privatised, there are no longer the funds
available to support such a health network.
The result is that the principle of free health care has been
undermined. Local clinics still offer free care, though it is a lucky
patient who finds medical staff available or the appropriate
medicines in the cupboard. Consultation fees have now been
introduced at hospitals. Treatment fees are extra: as examples, an
appendectomy costs around £6 and delivery of a baby £2. In theory
the poor are still supposed to be exempt from fees if they produce a
certificate from their local authority. But in one district hospital
surveyed, the number of inpatients fell by 50 per cent when fees
were introduced.
This is likely to have a significant effect on general levels of public
health, unless people's incomes rise much faster than looks likely at
the moment. In the long term, once-prevalent diseases which have
been virtually eliminated, such as typhoid, tuberculosis and
leprosy, might return. And in the short term, the dysentery and
diarrhoea which are rife in Vietnam are likely to take their toll these conditions are the world's main killers of children, but prove
the value of primary health care in that they can be simply and
effectively treated by even an under-resourced local clinic. If people
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