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Agriculture, Rural Areas and Farmers…
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Abstract: The current development of the Central Highlands has set the requirement to find new driving forces and solutions, especially for the issues concerning agriculture, rural area and farmers. These issues should be considered in the holistic relations in the regional development strategies and international integration. In terms of agriculture, the key point is to establish institutions that promote the role of agricultural economic actors, developing into the commodity agriculture production. As for rural management, it is the settlement of the complicated interlocking relations among administrative factors to establish a social management model suitable to the current context of development. Modernization is an inevitable trend. However, the key point is to remove barriers so as to stimulate innovation, create driving forces for the society, and promote the role of farmers in the sustainable development of the Central Highlands.
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1. Introduction

During the 1980s, a number of significant milestones in agricultural reform were erected in Vietnam. First was the promulgation of “Khoan 100” (Decree 100 by the Secretariat of the Central Party Committee in 1981). Then followed “Khoan 10” (Resolution 10 by the Politburo in April 1988). They are policies on which the gradual allocation of land to peasants has been based on. These policies have restored the nature of economic activities in general and agricultural and rural economic activities in particular. Since then, other legal reforms have been gradually introduced to support the development of the land market. The Law on Land in 1993, the amended Laws on Land passed in 1998 and 2001, and the new Law on Land approved in 2003 have further reformed policies on land allocation to individuals and households on the basis of land use rights. These important reforms have removed the barriers and provided new driving forces for development and turned Vietnam from a food-importing country into a major rice exporter in the world after only more than two decades. This has proved that removing institutional barriers plays a central role in the development of agriculture and rural area of Vietnam.(*)
Boasting its natural and geopolitical conditions, when placed in the overall development strategy of the country, it is inevitable for the Central Highlands to undergo industrialization, modernization, and the development of the commodity agriculture. However the overlapping of farming practices and agricultural economic activities in the Central Highlands are creating significant barriers to this process. Besides, the diversity in the structure of ethnic groups poses complicated issues to the rural management in this region. Traditional management institutions still have their strong impacts on the daily life of the Central Highlands ethnic minorities. Religions, especially Protestantism, also play a major role in the organization of residential areas and social and cultural environment of the rural population in many places. In reality, rural management in the Central Highlands depends on the relations among these administrative factors, especially in the context that the rural population in this region is divided into different social groups with much different capacity and needs.
This reality requires that new driving forces and solutions be found for the issues of agriculture, rural area and farmers in the Central Highlands. Industrialization and modernization make an inevitable trend; however, it is important to seek appropriate development institution to stimulate innovation, create social driving forces and promote the key role of farmers in the sustainable development of the Central Highlands.
2. Agriculture

The Central Highlands agricultural economy has experienced considerable changes over the past two decades. Ethnic minorities in the region have switched from their traditional nomadic to sedentary cultivation associated with food crops and short-lived industrial crops and exploiting forest resources. Ethnic people in the northern part live on the overlapping cultivation of rice and industrial crops. Besides the small agricultural economy, there have been farmers operating farms at fairly large scales. In 2011, agriculture production in the economic structure of the regional provinces accounts for from 43% to 54%, attracting a large part of the labor force in the region. Agricultural growth rates of the provinces period 2000 - 2005 reach over 7% as set out in Resolution 184 of the Prime Minister(1). Since 2006, different growth rates have been reported when only two provinces of Lam Dong and Dak Nong exceeded the set targets while Kon Tum, Gia Lai and Dak Lak agricultural production increased by less than 7%. Despite these significant developments, agricultural economy of the Central Highlands exposes clear limitations and weaknesses in terms of quality, productivity, competitiveness, and market orientation, especially for advantaged products such as pepper, tea, and coffee. Therefore, agricultural restructuring for the Central Highlands is inevitable; in other words, bottlenecks in institutional policies should be cleared to promote the actors of agricultural production. The key point is to find motivation to promote the advantages of household, farm, cooperative economy and businesses and link actors together.
2.1. Household economy. Household economy is still economic the type that draws most of the labor force in the Central Highlands. Traditionally, household economy throughout the villages is characterized by the nomadic cultivation. Each household is like a small cell in the communal economy associated with the public ownership of land. Currently, this type of cultivation remains fairly common in the Central Highlands, but the form and nature of ownership have experienced much change. Crops include industrial crops such as coffee, tea, pepper and rubber are grown adjacent to where people live or on the improved land. Flooded rice and some food crops such as maize and cassava are still scatteredly planted in places. Traditional and early forms of farming maining relying on the nature in the equal relation between land area and population structure has been broken by the migration and the laws of modernization. This is an inevitable economic trend and it sets out the requirements for development policies for this economic sector.

Like many rural areas in Vietnam, the fragmented, small, and scattered farm land and the lack of science and technology in harvest, storage, and processing remain the key feature of the household economy in the Central Highlands. According to the Project Agriculture, Farmers, and Rural Area in the Sustainable Development of the Central Highlands (hereinafter referred to as “The project”), 34% of the households own 2 pieces of arable land, accounting for the largest proportion; 14.7% have 3 pieces, 15.4% having 4 or more pieces while the households owning 1 piece of farm land only account for 26.2%. The fragmentation of in farm land is the result of the reclamation history and the inheritance when families’ land is divided among the children. For all ethnic peoples in the Central Highland, regardless of matriarchy and patriarchy, when getting married, the children are to inherit land from their parents. As a rule, the land is split fairly equally among children while land fertility is different; therefore, everyone gets part of the fertile land as well as part of the less fertile one, leading to the complicated overlapping in production land. And what is worse, this principle of land allocation still remains popular. People can also find the reason for the land fragmentation in the Central Highlands from the population growth resulting from the rapid migration to the region, especially after 1975. The new immigrant population was the major factor to speed up the purchase of land in the Central Highlands. The study shows that the number of households with land inherited from parents and grandparents accounts for 36.3%, reclamation 32%, and 39.2% of the households acquired land through purchase. In addition, the per capita land allocation as a result of “Khoan 10” is also a factor to increase land fragmentation in the Central Highlands in particular and the whole Vietnam in general.
Figure 1: Farm Land Pieces Per Household
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Source: Survey Result of the Project “Agriculture, Farmers, and Rural Areas in the Sustainable Development of the Central Highlands”, 2013.
Land fragmentation reduces agricultural production efficiency. The small and scattered allocation of land makes it both infeasible and unnecessary for agriculture mechanization. Moreover, households also have to spend much more time and labor on agricultural activities for the plots are scattered in places. Farmers still maintain cultivation of different crops due to the nature of the ownership and location of various land plots. The centralization and specialization have been significantly reduced, resulting in the lack of market orientation among farmers as they have to find outlet for agricultural products. Currently, the majority of the farmers in the Central Highlands have yet to be self-reliant in terms of outlets for their products. Through agents and merchandisers, they sell “raw” products to the market and have no right to negotiate prices, which is partly due to their small-scale production. Production land fragmentation is also the barrier hindering farmers from developing farming practices into modernized ones. The survey results of “The project” show that 83.7% of the households maintain the same farming practices over the past 10 years. Meanwhile, 17.3% of the households having converted to other practices revealed that the reason for the change is mainly due to the inefficiency of the old farming methods (43.2%) and higher productivity when changing practices (30.4 %).
Studies conducted in the Central Highlands prove that households with large area of concentrated production land provide better basis for raising science and technology contents in agricultural production. This is also the key that determines the quality and prices of agricultural products. Therefore, the development of household economy depends heavily on agrarian transformation.
The key point to promote the dynamic features of farmers and promote the flexibility and durability of household economy lies in land institutions. Land accumulation is inevitable, and fact is it is currently happening in the Central Highlands. The important point in macroeconomic policies is to soundly address the social relations of this process, for in whatever way land exchange occurs, in the end land accumulation in this population group is sure to result in landlessness among another population group. The most reasonable direction is that land will be accumulated in the households equipped with capital, science and technology, market information and participation in the chain of values with businesses. The landless population will become farm workers or join non-agricultural sectors. This is the key direction in the policy to develop a commodity agriculture in the Central Highlands and also serves as the answer to concerns about justice and social conflicts.
2.2. Farm economy. Featuring a moderate production scale, high levels of mechanization, science and technology application, degree of connection among production and consumption actors as well as the maximized proactiveness of farmers, farm economy is typical of the commodity agricultural production from countries with developed agriculture. The Central Highlands and the Mekong Delta are two regions with most of the economic models of the country. Before 2010, the number of farms in Gia Lai province stood at 2208, Lam Dong, 2082, Dak Lak, 1406, and Kon Tum 605.(2) According to the criteria to define new farm economy set out in Circular 27 of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, the number of farms in the Central Highlands has declined sharply and mainly operate in crop cultivation and livestock raising.
A good number of farms in the Central Highlands have applied science and technology, bringing technical progress to agriculture, forestry, and aquaculture production, helping farmers gradually move from the self-sufficient production to the large-scale commodity agriculture production with market connection. Some farms have applied technical advances in production such as lean pork raising techniques and fisheries breeding techniques (fish, turtles, etc.), suitable organization of crops and animal raising, bringing high economic efficiency. The survey results in 2008 in Dak Lak show that the production value per hectare of crop farms reached 53.47 million dongs on the average, 2.9 times higher than the average production value per hectare of farm land of the whole province.(3)
However, farms in the Central Highlands still show many limitations concerning capital, management capacity, experience, and are less diversified in the forms and methods of production, mostly focusing on using leisure laborers and natural advantages, low in scientific and technological contents, without specific planning and orientation, failing to bring high economic efficiency. Therefore, despite the relatively high biological productivity, labor productivity remains low. The product quality, residual chemical control, cost, competitiveness, origin traceability also remain low. There still exists the lack of connectivity among farmers in the agricultural chain of values while crises in the agricultural market occur frequently, increasing in scale and getting harder to fix. Since 2012, many farms have had to sell means of production, shifting to working as farm workers or engaging in non-agricultural activities.
Farm economy development is the transition from the small farm household economy to the large-scale production applying modern scientific and technological advances to produce cutting-edge commodities of high quality and low cost, competitive in the market, contributing to the restructuring of agricultural and rural economy. Promoting the development of farm economy in the Central Highlands also serves as the premise for the development of the agricultural, forestry, fishery, and food processing industries and the motivation for different types of services to develop, making full and effective use of the agricultural production land, attracting labor and creating more stable jobs for locals while mobilizing dormant capital to bring higher economic efficiency.
2.3. Cooperatives. Cooperative is both an economic association and a business bearing social features linking farmers in production and protecting them from the negative effects of the market. The number of cooperatives in the Central Highlands is quite high, but most of them are lack of orientation for development and weak in organization and management. In 2012 the number of cooperatives of Dak Lak is 179 with over 5,000 artels and 65,000 members(4) but made modest contribution to the economic growth of the locality, especially in the rural sector. Agriculture cannot be developed without the indispensable role of cooperatives and the real situation of agriculture in Gia Lai has proved this fact. After the advent of Cooperative Acts (passed in 1996, 2003, and 2012), cooperatives in Gia Lai have found a new direction. Typically, Tan Nong Cooperative (Chu Se district) and Cooperative Ming Chung (Dak Po district) have set up close connection with processing businesses to help farmers develop the material sector, find outlet for products, and act as the agents to supply stable input of materials at reasonable prices, organizing agricultural households to provide technical and labor assistance in production.
Taking a close look into the agriculture of the Central Highlands, profound division and the complex developments of production actors can be seen. Though small agricultural economic model remains popular and attracts most of the labor force, considering the features of the products, labor productivity and the application of science and technology, the most dynamic sector is farm economy. The gradual growth of farm economy has contributed to agricultural growth of the Central Highlands, reflecting the inevitable trend of the agricultural development in this region. Developing a commodity agricultural production means to gradually decrease the proportion of small agricultural economy while creating momentum for the appearance of farm owners and new-style cooperatives.
The central issue now is to understand the role of household economy, farm economy, cooperatives, and rural businesses and set out right policies for the actors to meet the stringent requirements of the market economy and international integration.
3. Rural society management

Rural management in the Central Highlands also has to face complex problems. The traditional management institutions such as customary practices, village patriarchs are still imprinted in the life of the ethnic minorities. Religions, especially Protestantism, also play a major role in the spatial organization of residence, society, and culture of the rural population in many places. In reality, the management of rural society in the Central Highlands depends on addressing the relationship between these administrative factors, especially in the context that the rural population in this region is segmented into different social groups with differing capacity and needs.

The diversified ethnic structure not only plays an important role in agricultural development but also exerts a profound impact on social management in Central Highland’s rural areas. Recent studies show that the village is still the social recognition of ethnic minorities and other groups from the northern mountainous areas. Village is a residential area characterized with rich traditional cultural values, the role of customary laws, and elders in the management and regulation of social relations. Meanwhile, Kinh people living in the same residential areas are barely influenced by the self-governing institutions. They comply with the provisions of law and the management of the local administrators.
Customary practices is a mechanism that self - approves laws and the law implementation process. Customary law is accepted automatically and there are no doubts from both the law enforcement and the residents. In terms of legal science, customary laws also play a significant role, to some extent, as law regarding social values such as social relationships managing, stable social order maintaining, and community survival and development ensuring. But customary law is not law. Compared with law, customary laws do not have as wide range of popularity as law, and are only limited among an ethnic group or some ethnic groups. The rules of customary law are quite simple and loose. No matter how big the role and values of customary laws are, they cannot replace laws.

The situation becomes more complicated when the social management in these areas is also affected by the role of religious institutions. Priest is one of the leading figures in the “justice” activities in the locality; she is the first “judge” to solve any disputes and conflicts in the community. The results of investigation show that 51.3 % of people said that the religious leaders helped religious practitioner solve livelihood problems and 54.6 % agreed with the statement about their role of reconciling family and community disputes. It can be seen that churches play a great part in economic, cultural, and social activities in community with a majority of Protestants or Catholics. Church plays the central role in mobilizing people in the community to participate in community works such as building roads and cultural houses, cleaning surrounding areas, and preventing diseases. Public places, roads, houses in these communes (such as Lat commune, Lac Duong district, Lam Dong province) are also better and cleaner thanks to the fervent activities of the groups and associations under the churches.

The study results showed that the frequency of weekly meetings with local cadres accounts for a high proportion of 79.2 %, while the indicator for the political-social organization officers, prestigious figures such as village elders and religious leaders are fairly identical (see Table 1). This suggests a fairly balanced mix of current governance institutions in rural Central Highland. However, the frequency of weekly meeting with local administrators ranks the first, showing the key role of local administration in addressing and regulating social relations in rural areas.

Table 1: Frequency of Contact made with Cadres and Prestigious Figures of Rural Residents

(Unit: %)

	
	No contact
	The past week
	The past month
	The past several months

	Hamlet cadres
	1.9
	79.2
	9.9
	6.6

	Socio-political organization cadres
	7.7
	48.7
	22.0
	13.1

	Patriarch/other prestigious people
	34.8
	44.5
	8.1
	4.6

	Religious leaders
	32.9
	47.5
	3.7
	5.1


Source: Survey Results of the Project “Agriculture, Farmers, and Rural Areas in the Sustainable Development of the Central Highlands”, 2013.
Management of rural society correlates closely with economic development. The inevitable path of Central Highland’s agriculture is commercial agriculture. So there should be a modernized mechanism management and, therefore, the management of social institutions associated with traditional economy will gradually recede. The purpose of the rural social management in the Central Highlands is to include all members of a village to become citizens to comply with one uniform governing order (laws). This does not mean the social management of the Central Highlands denies the legacy of customary law, the role of institutional autonomy, or the role of religion. It is necessary to study and clarify the traditional values ​​and institutions of local governance, transforming it into suitable governance factor rather than a barrier to the development. The replacement of modern management mechanism is inevitable, but choosing a suitable route remains a problem.

4. Farmers

The population structure in the rural the Central Highlands has undergone fundamental changes due to demographic processes, particularly migrating and also due to the transformation of the economy towards industrialization and modernization. Industrialization and modernization have directly changed the destiny of the farmers, brought a new face for the farmers in Central Highlands’ rural areas. Besides the farmers, there appear farm owners, agribusinessmen, agricultural workers, and servicemen in rural areas. Social and cultural life of rural residents also witness many notable changes.
The common livelihood and community activities (festivals, dancing, singing, Gong performance) are a fundamental characteristic of traditional social structures in the Central Highlands village. This is the place where most interpersonal activities of members in the community happen. The wave of modernization has brought modes of communication and new information to rural areas. Television is the most popular medium to receive information, other media such as newspapers, Internet despite the low rate of users, but have appeared. In many areas, farmers have Internet installed at home or in public places to find out information about the prices of agricultural materials, market product prices, sharing production skills and experiences. With the current trend, the use of modern media will increase, changing the lives of farmers and facilitating development (see Table 2).

Table 2: Information Channels 
of Rural Residents

(Unit: %)

	Information channels
	Yes
	No

	TV
	95.4
	4.6

	Radio
	11.1
	88.9

	Newspapers
	8.1
	91.9

	Internet
	6.9
	93.1

	Hamlet’s radio announcements
	28.7
	71.3

	Family 
	9.8
	90.2

	Neighbors
	22.1
	77.9

	Friends
	15.9
	84.1

	Hamlet’s administrators
	16.1
	83.9

	Other sources
	1.4
	98.6


Source: Survey Results of the Project “Agriculture, Farmers, and Rural Areas in the Sustainable Development of the Central Highlands”, 2013.

Not only the changes in appearance about culture and communication, the Central Highlands farmers have also started to conduct new moves for social security matters. Instead of looking to the healers, shamans, self-treatment or non-treatment like before, 60.4 % of people with severe illness were taken to provincial or central hospitals. Health insurance has been used more often in the health care service. Of the 472 people with the most severe diseases recently, the rate of health insurance used in hospital is allowed to be 55.1%. Choosing a new welfare method is the way that rural people adapt to the changes of environment. This indicator shows the modernization has seeped into Central Highland’s rural life from the social security perspective.

Along with the progress of agriculture and management of social institutions, Central Highland’s rural residents will be the new social welfare owners. These forms associated with villages and tradition will be reduced to make room for new social welfare institutions associated with market principles. Types of agricultural insurance, social insurance, and health insurance should have greater coverage in rural areas to meet the actual needs of the residents. The modern methods of production, new communication media, social welfare attached to money will be the agent contributing to the disbanding of Central Highland’s traditional social structures. This is the process that often happens in the agrarian societies during the period of industrialization and modernization.

5. Discussion and conclusion

The above analysis provides the basic snapshot of agriculture, social management, and the Central Highlands’ farmers today. Diversified ethnic structure is an important variable for the three agricultural issues in this area. In terms of agriculture, due to the large number of tens of thousands of farmers scattered in different ethnic groups, the decision-making and economic behaviors also bring extremely dispersed nuances. This variable also has a significant effect on the type of farm businesses owned by Kinh and ethnic minorities when there is a huge difference in scale, production methods, technical factors, and market orientation. In terms of social management, the interlocking, overlapping between the legal and traditional institutions which are the heritages of ethnic minorities create barriers to the rural area development. The ongoing industrialization and modernization and the solution to the three agricultural issues in the Central Highlands lies in the institutions and policies.
First, it should be emphasized that the importance of the institutions and policies related to land, promoting agriculture, creating a favorable environment for businesses to invest in rural areas. The rate inched up by labor groups in the agricultural sector who has been industrialized and made non -agricultural in the Central Highlands reflects the gradual release of rural residents out of the current status of small farmers. In the future, the agricultural populace will become labor forces in modernized rural areas and reserved force for the urban industrial zones or nearby. Therefore, it is important to integrate the strategy for rural development in the Central Highlands with the general regional development strategy, particularly with urban areas in order to make large urban centers such as Buon Me Thuot, Da Lat, Plei Ku become a hub of economic development, social dynamism, powerful enough to change the economy, rural areas, and farmers.

There should have policies encouraging farm land accumulation to expand the scale of production, hence, being able to apply new technologies, mechanization, modernization, and increase competitiveness of products, improve business efficiency. Farms are encouraged to do different businesses, to improve the quality of goods and build reputation to stand firm in both domestic and international market. Providing management training and business skills for farm owners is an urgent task. Market economy requires the knowledge of the rules of the market economy. The percentage of 87.3% of untrained farmers in Dak Lak shows the weaknesses of the management and business among the farm owners. Only 2% of farm workers in Dak Lak who are trained indicate that the production forms of this economic organization remains heavily outdated and has not applied modern science and technology into production. Farms originated from farmers account for 83% and other components account for only 17% prove the need to encourage the participation of other components for farm development.

Regarding social management, the important goal of social management in rural Central Highlands is now making farmers to become a “citizen” complying to new administrative order (laws). It is necessary to pay special attention to the role of other administrative factors in the Central Highland, especially the role of customary law, prestigious people in religion and in the community. Therefore, there is a need to find suitable mechanisms and steps for each region, and locality, taking into account the social and cultural differences to solve relationship harmonically between administrative factors.

The acquiring, inheriting, and promoting the value of customary law and prestigious people (for example, the village patriarchs) should gradually integrate the law and its forms into ethnic communities life. That is, the “legalizing” of customary law can be implemented in both forms and content. Practical evidence from studies suggests that village community can play a good role in forest management, compared with official organizations.

In the context when a rural society has been stratified into groups, classes with different capacity, needs, the challenge is to understand how changes in the society of rural residents, about their role for the development of agriculture and rural areas. Under today’s circumstance, the concept of “central role” of the farmers needs to be expanded to the role of the farms, farming organizations, and businesses. This is a key foundation for the role of farmers in the Central Highlands in particular and in Vietnam in general. While continuing to support the role of farmers, it is necessary to promote the rapid development of the central role of institutions and new economic cooperation forms in rural areas.

The problem lies in policy making. Appropriate development institutions need to be established to stimulate creativity and dynamism of farmers. The fact that Vietnam’s agriculture has undergone from the mode of economic cooperation to contracting, revised land law, the disbanding out of the farmer organizations and then returning to economic cooperation, and farmhouse economy is in fact the striving for a development mechanism in which farmers can actually play a central role.
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