frequently subject to flooding. The use of short-term rice paddy, to
avoid the flood season, has proved very successful in the Mekong
Delta area.
The Commission is aware of the importance of education and
public information as part of flood awareness. They have been
developing an early-warning system, to enable the rapid evacuation
which will save lives. But much of the country's flood-control
measures are actually implemented at the local government level.
Typhoons will continue to plague Vietnam's long coastline but
with international aid and the immense efforts of local people,
much can be done to reduce the devastation.

Typhoon Becky hits Ky Anh

Eye on the storm.
Outside the glassless window of
the corrugated-iron house in Hue,
the typhoon rages on.

Every year the area around Ky Anh in central Vietnam suffers
devastating damage from natural disasters. 'In recent years,' says
Nguyen Din, Chair of the district's People's Committee, 'Ky Anh
has had to cope with continual natural calamities which cause
heavy loss of life, crops and livestock.' In 1989 the region was hit by
three separate typhoons in October alone.
Part of Oxfam's work in Ky Anh has been to support the repair of
the district's 63 kilometres of sea dykes damaged by typhoons, and
the building of a new dyke, started in 1989. In late August 1990, two
of Oxfam's field team from Hanoi, in Ky Anh on a routine
monitoring trip, were caught in the year's first tropical storm,
Typhoon Becky.
All day Tuesday, 28 August, the local radio broadcast storm
warnings as Typhoon Becky drifted towards the Vietnamese coast.
It soon became apparent that the storm was heading directly for Ky
Anh. After hearing the storm warnings, everyone tried to reinforce
their roofs with bamboo or straw and buttressed their walls as best
they could. Windows and doors were firmly secured. Fishing boats
out at sea, hearing the storm warnings on Vietnamese radio,
returned to shore in good time. Patients in the district hospital were
moved to the more secure ground-floor rooms in the new typhoonproof building, and patients in the polyclinics were sent home for
safety.
On Tuesday night, around 8 pm, the rain started and the wind
began to increase in speed and strength. All this was constantly
monitored by the district's meteorological station just outside Ky
Anh town. The wind grew in ferocity throughout the night and
into the next morning. Windspeed increased in the afternoon,
averaging around 180 km per hour and peaking at 7 pm with
speeds of up to 194 km per hour. The furious winds turned in an
easterly direction and whipped up the sea. Huge waves crashed
into shore. High tide coincided with the highest wind speeds.
During the typhoon the district leaders set up a crisis centre in the
district town hall, and tried to keep a running account of the
damage. There was a string of messengers from every commune
passing through the headquarters, reporting the extent of storm
damage in their locality. Telephone communications were down
during the storm, so everything had to be done in person. Local
officials visited every house in their area, finding out the extent of
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the destruction. Throughout the storm the district officials tried
continually to reach areas that were at particular risk, by jeep,
motorbike, bicycle, or on foot, so as to advise and assist those in
need.
The next day, after the storm, everyone was up early and
beginning to tackle the repairs. By 8 am thousands of people were
out on their roofs replacing tiles and thatch; furniture and clothing
had been dragged outside into the morning sun to dry. People
whose houses had suffered extensive damage were piling up bricks
and erecting temporary shelters in which to live while they rebuilt
their homes. Roadside traders were patching up their thatched
stalls ready to resume business.
The most serious damage done by the typhoon was not to
people's houses but to the rice fields. The wind whipped up the
level of the sea to the point where it overwhelmed the long dyke
protecting the paddy fields which was in process of being rebuilt to
a greater height and strength. The typhoon demonstrated the vital
need for this reinforcement at the same time as it destroyed much of
the work in progress.
The flooding meant that rice fields which had just been
rehabilitated with lime and phosphate after the last sea flooding
were now full of salt again. This would mean low yields for several
crops to come - and severe food shortages for Ky Anh as a whole.
This typhoon was rather exceptional. No local people died and
few were injured. Structural damage was limited: 1,300 houses had
collapsed, representing only two per cent of the district's houses.
But the overall figures hide the misery of the people most affected
by the typhoon. Even two weeks later the people of Ky Ha, a village
which bore the brunt of the storm, were still struggling to recover
from their traumatic experience.
Nguyen Van Tu and his wife Lan had
just finished rebuilding their house. A
simple two-room structure with a
thatched roof, its mud walls were still
wet to the touch. Tu described the night
of the typhoon. 'There was a mighty
wind and the sea started to rise with
great speed - within half an hour
everywhere was flooded. All the animals
in the village drowned - there was
nothing we could do to save them. Nor
could we save any of the things in our
house. All we could do when we saw
how the sea was rising was to pick up
our children and set out into the
darkness towards dry land. I had to
force my way through water that was up
to my neck in places, carrying both our
two boys who were crying in terror.'
Once on dry land, Tu and Lan had
immediately started building a
temporary hut in which they could
spend the night, demonstrating an
42

Together we can make It happen.
The whole community rallies
round to fill the breach in the
dyke.

From Agent Orange to
eroding earth
Over two million Vietnamese were killed and a further five million
injured - 60 per cent of them children under 16 - during the long
struggle against the French and the Americans. In addition,
Vietnam sustained devastating environmental damage. Vietnam
was the first country to be subjected to major ecological warfare.
Half of the forest area in South Vietnam was seriously damaged and
five per cent totally destroyed. In 1966 the US army began major
land-clearing operations, with bulldozers flattening large areas of
forest.
Between 1961 and 1974, American planes dropped 72 million
litres of herbicides, much of it on South Vietnam's forests in order to
strip the trees of their leaves so that the Vietnamese guerillas could
not use the forests as their hiding place. Over 200,000 hectares of
forest were completely destroyed by herbicides and defoliants, as
were hundreds of thousands of hectares of crops. Most of the
mangrove swamps in South Vietnam were also completely
devastated.
The potent dioxin-based 'Agent Orange' was the most commonly
used defoliant. Its low solubility means that dioxin is still present at
dangerous levels in the soil in many parts of southern Vietnam,
leaving the land unproductive 25 years after it was originally
sprayed.
The effects of the war continue to cause major problems for the
Vietnamese. Unexploded munitions and debris cause serious or
fatal injuries to peasants and foresters; rank grass has replaced
hectares of forest where chemicals were sprayed; children are born
with deformities and abnormalities caused by the dioxins still
lingering in the environment; the forests and fields are covered with
bomb craters; and 20 per cent of the tidal mangrove swamps have
not regenerated despite years of replanting.
But Vietnam's forests continue to be rapidly depleted despite the
Government's ambitious replanting scheme. In 1943 Vietnam still
had 44 per cent of its original forest cover; by the early 1980s it had
been reduced to 23 per cent. A great number of trees were cut down
in State forestry logging operations. Vietnamese scientists estimate
that over 200,000 hectares per year are still being lost as a result of
clearances by the State Forestry Enterprise, unplanned agricultural
clearance, forest fires, and the collection of fuelwood.
The forest cover in Vietnam's mountains is essential to maintain
the fragile layer of topsoil, soil it has taken thousands of years to
produce. But every year now Vietnam's rivers are washing away
tons of fertile soil from the deforested mountains out into the sea.
Soil erosion now threatens 13 million hectares of open lands and
denuded hills - some 40 per cent of Vietnam's total land area.
This much-needed fertile soil causes problems for the country's
waterways. It silts up irrigation channels, reducing their efficiency,
and shortens the useful life of dams and reservoirs. Da Nhim Lake,
an important source of hydro-electric power, is so silted up that it
no longer has enough water to maintain power-generating capacity
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