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ABSTRACT
The development of shrimp aquaculture in the Mekong Delta of Việt Nam is
implicated in several patterns of local and regional change. These change trajectories are
the emergent properties of complex processes embedded in particular social and spatial
contexts. While places have become more interconnected through the global shrimp
trade, those interconnections have been highly uneven, distributing risks and rewards
disproportionately and producing new forms of conflict and cooperation among
participants in the production network.
Land use and farming systems in the coastal delta have changed profoundly in
recent years. While some areas have become effectively ‘locked in’ to shrimp farming
due to environmental changes initiated by salt-water aquaculture, others have remained
more flexible, able to rotate rice and shrimp seasonally. Hydrologic conditions, water
infrastructures, and farmer experience all contribute to the path-dependence of these
change trajectories, but commodity prices exhibit the strongest influence on their
direction. Price stabilization may contribute to making prices a sustaining, ‘slow’ variable
in system change, not a disruptive ‘fast’ one, heightening overall resilience.
The production network of Mekong Delta shrimp is articulated through a variety
of socially embedded relationships. Most producers are linked with international markets
through informal ties with input suppliers based on trust and shrimp buyers, a relationship
marked by opportunism. Processors operate through long-term informal relations with
importers based on quality and consistency. This variegated network of relationships
means farmers bear the brunt of price shocks, but processors lack quality assurance and
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traceability. Efforts to link chain participants into closer affiliation must pay attention to
these relationships’ effects on commodity chain governance.
The globalization of the shrimp industry brought about conflicts between
producers in the Mekong and Mississippi Deltas. Feminist geographers have posited
several responses to globalization, from ‘counter-topographies’ to ‘diverse
economies/resubjectivization.’ Living in Việt Nam and working with shrimp producers, I
attempted to use these approaches to articulate an internationalist and trans-regional
politics. Interactions with people there primarily resubjectivized me and reinforced
national-scaled spatial imaginaries, however. Nevertheless, being ‘Uncle America’
offered an insightful perspective into how some Vietnamese understood themselves and
Việt Nam’s tortured relationship with the U.S.
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INTRODUCTION
“I'll bet there's shrimp all in these waters.
They tell me these Vietnams is good shrimp.
After we win this war and we take over everything, we can get
American shrimpers out here and shrimp these waters.
Just shrimp all the time, man.”
Benjamin ‘Bubba’ Blue on arrival in Việt Nam’s Mekong Delta, as
portrayed in Forrest Gump (1994)
Most viewers of Forrest Gump likely gave little attention to the above line,
sandwiched between Bubba’s Luis Borges-esque cataloging of shrimp recipes during
basic training and his and Forrest’s introduction to Lieutenant Dan and the absurdities of
the Việt Nam War, but in these few moments Bubba struck at some deep ironies that link
the American Gulf of Mexico coast and Việt Nam’s Mekong Delta, ironies that have only
deepened since the war’s end and that center on his favorite subject of shrimp and
shrimping. As I will attempt to show, the significance of Bubba’s remarks only becomes
more profound the deeper one pursues the ties that shrimp have made between the
Mekong Delta and the Gulf coast.
Forrest and Bubba were soldiers in the U.S. Army’s Ninth Division, the largest
American unit to serve in the Mekong Delta, which over a two year period conducted a
series of aggressive operations that killed many thousands of civilians with aircraft and
artillery fire (Hackworth 2003:100, 368-70; Terse 2008; Elliott 2007:345-6), earning
division commander Julian Ewell the nickname “Butcher of the Mekong Delta.” I would
later be denied access to conduct research in one of the provinces in the Ninth’s former
area of operations, in what I doubt is mere coincidence.
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Bubba’s expansionist vision of a post-war American shrimp fishery off South Việt
Nam’s shores bears a double irony: Americans would hardly ‘take over everything’ at
war’s end, and the geographic projection of American fishermen following on the heels
of its victorious soldiers into Asia was neatly reversed in reality: In the years following
the evacuation of the U.S. Embassy in Sài Gòn in April 1975, it was Vietnamese
fishermen who would arrive in communities like Bubba’s own Bayou La Batre, Alabama
to become an integral part of the U.S. shrimp industry, albeit after years of struggle
against the hostility of native fishermen.
If that were not enough, changes to the U.S.-Việt Nam relationship following the
normalization of diplomatic relations one year after Forrest Gump’s release would again
link the Gulf coast and the Mekong Delta, and once more shrimp were at the center of
events. In the coastal districts of the provinces where the Ninth fought, along the tidal
creeks that inspired Bubba’s vision of American expatriates building a Little Bayou La
Batre in the Mekong Delta, shrimp aquaculture would explode around the turn of the
millenium, pushing Việt Nam into the ranks of the world’s largest shrimp exporting
nations. In the early 2000s, the American market would be a primary destination for this
surging output of Vietnamese shrimp, most of it from the Mekong Delta. And these
exports, alongside a flood of shrimp coming into the U.S. from other countries like
Ecuador, China and Thailand, would unleash a bitter trade quarrel between the U.S. and
Việt Nam over shrimp that placed the fishermen and aquaculturalists of the Mississippi
and Mekong Deltas in a new conflict, thankfully this time without bloodshed, but again
throwing these coastal people into a fight they had neither asked for nor could resolve
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and from which neither side gained all that much. Despite the strong parallel between
their coastal environments and the common challenges they faced, not to mention their
connection through participation in the globalized shrimp sector, the Mekong and
Mississippi delta’s primary relationship throughout the 2000s remained one of conflict.
It was in such strange connections between these two regions that this project was
conceived. As a Cajun man from southern Louisiana, I bring to my work experience of
that region’s cultural fabric, deltaic environment, and precarious socio-economic
condition. From undergraduate training in history, my previous research towards a M.A.
in Geography focused on economic crisis in the Louisiana shrimp fishery. My 2005 thesis
found that shrimp producers were ‘self-exploiting’ to make up for declining margins, an
involution of the household economy and largely invisible economic restructuring that
undermined their long-term social reproduction in order to sustain production in the
short-term – in this owner-operated sector, at the family table ‘the boat eats first.’
Believing that any solution to the decline of Louisiana shrimping would involve
the globalization of the seafood industry and international trade, but needing to know
how these abstract forces played out in one of the shrimp exporting nations, I settled on
working in Việt Nam after several months’ consideration. No single factor led to this
decision; rather the convergence of several things brought Việt Nam forward
(unexpectedly) as the most logical place. Learning a new language would take years, and
I wanted to study one that would be of use in the American Southeast as well as
somewhere abroad. Vietnamese fit that requirement well. Working in a major shrimp
exporting country was an important criterion, if possible one involved in the U.S. shrimp
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anti-dumping case. Further, I wanted to work in an area where household producers still
predominated in shrimp production, where the sector had not been thoroughly taken over
by large landowners and investors. Việt Nam’s Mekong Delta met all these criteria as
well. Lastly, if possible I wanted to do research in a river delta region to allow the
possibility of future comparative research with the Mississippi, thus the Mekong. After
studying Vietnamese in 2006 and 2007, I obtained a Fulbright-Hays Doctoral
Dissertation Research Award that brought me to southern Việt Nam for ten months in
2008.
The context of this project is that of postwar Vietnamese political economy, a
complex and ongoing set of processes marked by a number of diverging and
contradictory narratives. These include: Sectoral differences in the course of reforms
between agriculture, industry, and domestic and foreign trade, each of which saw marked
and multiple changes in the roles of households, private (domestic and foreign) capital,
state-owned enterprises, and various quasi-public economic entities like cooperatives;
regional differences in initial conditions that in some cases were augmented and at other
times and in other places reduced in the course of events; the interplay of internecine
conflicts and alliances among the Communist Party leadership with mass phenomena
such as migration, subversion or evasion of state economic regulations, and occasional
overt social conflicts. Further, political events seldom followed a clear, linear,
unambiguous path from ostensibly ‘socialist’ policies and institutions to those deemed
‘post-socialist’ or ‘transitional’ or ‘market-oriented.’ Readers interested in detailed
examinations of these issues from a national perspective should consult works like those
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of Fforde and de Vylder (1996); Beresford and Fforde (1997); Watts (1998); Fforde
(2004a, 2004b); Kerkvliet (2006); Ravaillon and van der Walle (2006); Beresford (2008);
and Taussig (2005).
Vietnamese national economic policies have never been implemented unformly
across all economic sectors, but display marked sectoral differences. Agriculture and land
tenure policies followed a path from the land reforms of the 1950s and 1970s to the
construction of lower- and higher-level agricultural cooperatives from around 1960
through the early 1980s, afterwards shifting back towards household responsibility for
meeting quotas (the so-called ‘Contract 10’ of 1981) to the transfer of land use rights to
household producers (through ‘Contract 100’ of 1988 and the 1993 and subsequent Land
Laws) (Marsh et al. 2006; Pingali and Xuan 1992; Kerkvliet and Porter 1995). While the
method of agricultural organization and management shifted gradually from cooperatives
to households over decades and was in the hands of family producers definitively by
1995, the central government retained more control over land use planning and domestic
and foreign agricultural trade in pursuit of national food self-sufficiency. Vietnamese
agricultural exports were dominated by rice up until around 2000, when land use policy
liberalization under Decision NQ/CP-09 legalized shifts to regional farming systems such
as the expansion of coffee plantations in the Central Highlands and shrimp aquaculture in
the coastal Mekong Delta and along the central coast.
Vietnamese industrial development from (roughly) 1955-1990 was pursued
through state-owned enterprises in contrast with agriculture where households, be they
defined as ‘the family economy’ subordinate to cooperatives or the independent
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‘household economy’ of individually-managed farming after 1988, have consistently
been the primary type of firm engaged in production. The growth in Overseas
Development Assistance (ODA) and Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) into Việt Nam
after 1990 did not, however, lead necessarily to the breakup or privatization of these
SOEs, rather access to international capital was channeled through some privileged
SOEs, ironically strengthening their overall economic role in the national economy in the
1990s even as hundreds of thousands were laid off from these enterprises in the early
1990s (Fforde 2004b; Beresford 2008). Subsequent trends in industrial organization and
investment have shifted central state involvement into a smaller number of the largest
SOEs in the ‘commanding heights’ of the Vietnamese economy like oil and gas, rice
exports and electricity, articulated with foreign capital, while a far larger number of
provincially-owned SOEs have seen their operating funds dry up, forcing retrenchment
and/or equitization (often to local economic actors closely tied to the former SOE
leadership, which already exercised a ‘quasi-private’ interest over the assets they
nominally managed for the public; see Fforde 2004a). The flood of FDI in recent years
has been concentrated in the export-oriented industrial sector and in foreign-owned
enterprises and joint-ventures, largely bypassing most SOEs and the growing Small and
Medium-sized Enterprise (SME) sector, concentrated in the domestic trade and service
sectors and manufacturing for the domestic market (Fforde and de Vylder 1996; Taussig
2005). SMEs were formally legalized in the mid-1980s, afterwards growing rapidly in
number and contribution to the national economy. The background to SME legalization
was the informal tolerance of private business in parts of Southern Việt Nam in the early
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1980s which allowed for the overcoming of goods shortages and improved economic
performance for those provinces (Sheehan 1992:100-2). Around the same time
agricultural land use was liberalized by NQ-CP/09 as part of a spurt of reforms in the late
1990s following the Asian Financial Crisis and other stresses on Vietnamese economic
growth, the central government’s Decree CP-ND/90 of 2001 supported small and
medium enterprise development through encouragements to formal business registration,
export promotion, and improving equal status with state-owned enterprises.
While foreign trade was liberalized relatively rapidly and at central government
initiative with considerable regulations on sensitive commodities like rice and sugar and
heavy involvement of SOEs acting as intermediaries between foreign buyers and
Vietnamese producers, domestic trade evolved through the crises of the state requisition
and distribution mechanisms and various forms of ‘fence-breaking,’ informal (and
illegal) understandings between SOE managers to circumvent plan targets and exchange
needed goods. The opening of the domestic service sector (such as retail and transport) in
the 1990s to small- and medium-sized domestic entrepreneurs offered huge opportunities
to those private capitals previously denied them (Beresford and Fforde 1997; Taussig
2005).
These sectoral differences were compounded by regional ones. For example, the
timeline of agricultural policy change is markedly different between Southern and
Northern Việt Nam, especially between the nation’s two largest river deltas, the Red in
the north and the Mekong in the south. Land reform was accomplished in northern Việt
Nam between 1956-58 by the Vietnamese Communist Party, resulting in a landscape of
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lower- and higher-level agricultural cooperatives which stagnated in terms of production
and efficiency by the early 1970s (Watts 1998:469-73; Kerkvliet 2006). In the south, the
most persistent land reform was the South Vietnamese Land to the Tiller law of 1970
(Callison 1983). While post-war attempts were made at the cooperativization of southern
agriculture, with the reforms of 1988 and afterwards land tenure was largely returned to
its status circa 1975. While cooperatives disappeared almost entirely from the Mekong
Delta following the liberalization of farm management, they remained a part of the
institutional landscape of northern Vietnamese agriculture, albeit in a much reduced role
following the 1997 Cooperatives Law that formed ‘new-style’ cooperatives based on
voluntary membership, competitive factor markets, and no government financial support
(Pingali and Xuan 1992; Marsh et al. 2006).
Further, the reforms of the 1980s and 1990s had regionally differential effects on
income inequality and landlessness (Long 1993; Porter 1995; Son 2001; Beresford 2003).
The income ratio between top and bottom quintiles of the population was 6.2 in the
Mekong Delta in the early 1990s and 7.9 in 1999; a rate higher than in the Red River
delta but lower than the Southeast (encompassing the rapidly industrializing area near Hồ
Chí Minh City) and the Central Highlands, the region with the highest income inequality
in Việt Nam (Triet 2001:94). Landlessness rose rapidly in the Mekong Delta following
the passage of the Land Law, from 0.7% to 5.7% between 1994 and 1998 to as high as
25% in 2004, compared to just 7% in the Red River delta that year. Whereas in other
regions of Việt Nam like the Southeast and Red River deltas landlessness was associated
with higher incomes due to the rising ranks of small enterprises in transport, retailing, and
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other services and growing employment in industry, in the Mekong Delta, following a
development path based largely on agriculture and aquaculture, landlessness was strongly
associated with poverty (Sanh 2003; Son 2001; Ravaillon and van der Walle 2006;
Beresford 2008:238). FDI and export-oriented manufacturing were almost completely
captured by the Hà Nội – Hải Phong and Hồ Chí Minh City – Đồng Nai – Vũng Tàu
urban growth poles, contributing to higher rates of inter-regional income inequality and
labor migration (Glewwe et al. 2000; Beresford 2003; Beresford 2008:236).
At a finer resolution, intra-regional differences in the consequences of political
and economic reform are also visible. In the coastal districts and communes of the Red
River delta of the north, Adger (2000) and Adger and Luttrell (2000) found that the
decentralization of decision-making and budgeting, reduction in local state capacity to
organize collective action, and privatization of common-pool resources all associated
with political-economic transition led to increased social vulnerability to coastal hazards
in some localities but also more sustainable practices in other localities and new forms of
civil institutions for the management of commons. Luttrell (2006), observing coastal
districts of Southern and Northern Việt Nam in the late 1990s, found that the transfer of
land-use rights to households and land-use change towards aquaculture was associated
with accelerated socio-economic differentiation between the rich and poor with
heightened vulnerability to indebtedness among the wealthy and to resource depletion
among the poor. In addition, Luttrell (2006) found the poor and landless were
increasingly dependent on common-pool resources for livelihoods at the same time those
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resources were overexploited and/or enclosed by new land-use practices and property
regimes.
Sanh (2003) conducted a study of eight communes in the Mekong Delta in 200102 which found significant differences in the extent of poverty and rates of poverty
reduction among those localities. In addition, state-society relations varied considerably
between communes with strong economic performance and low poverty and other
communes with weak economies and high poverty rates. Poor communes were found to
have low levels of social organization and limited trust of local government officials by
residents, less investment in social and physical infrastructures and a greater degree of
isolation from labor and agricultural produce markets, while wealthier communes had
better functioning quasi-governmental organizations, greater degrees of trust between
government and citizens, better investments in local infrastructure and more connections
to the regional economy. Poverty reduction was accelerated in successful communes after
the land policy reforms of the 1980s, the reason being that agricultural cooperativization
was in prior years more thoroughly developed in those communes, reducing their
production efficiency relative to their potential. Wealthier and poorer communes were
also marked by their differential histories of agricultural intensification and integration
into regional networks of transport and commodity production. Green Revolution
technologies were readily adopted much earlier in wealthy communes due to their better
natural conditions and infrastructures and their high degree of political stability and
military security during the Việt Nam wars. Poorer communes generally had worse land
and water quality for intensified agriculture as well as more out-migration and military
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conflict during the wars. These pre-existing inequalities in physical and economic capital
were sustained and exacerbated following the reforms of the 1980s and 1990s in addition
to translating into a growing differentiation in social and human capital.
Elsewhere in Việt Nam, the political-economic transition led to a variety of
outcomes, such as the decline in access to health care following marketization of health
services around 1990 in Bà Rịa-Vũng Tàu province in the southeast and growing
dependence on central government revenue redistribution to poorer regions like the
mountainous and central coastal provinces and redistribution from provincial to poor and
marginal district and commune authorities (Porter 1995:220, 230-43). In this sense,
economic transformation was associated with processes of greater social differentiation
and marginalization associated with decentralization and counterveiling forces of
recentralization and redistribution intended at countering those incipient forces.
Akin to Polyani’s (1944[1957]) idea of the ‘double movement,’ processes of
economic liberalization provoked the creation of new institutions. Following the Contract
10 reform of 1988, problems of land rights conflicts, ambiguities as to the rights and
responsibilities of land-holders, and ‘capture’ of the land liberalization process by local
authorities led to the formation of the 1993 Land Law to define better what land-use
rights entailed in practice, the establishment of provincial Agricultural Banks to meet the
large unmet need for credit for farm production, the renovation of the national and
provincial Agricultural Extension services to deliver technical assistance to now
independent growers, Programs 133 and 135 to deliver targeted poverty reduction aid to
areas of severe, persistent poverty, and a new national Farmers’ Association as a quasi-
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governmental ‘mass organization’ to provide a (nominally) independent voice for farmers
in policy matters (Anh and Tuan 1995; Kerkvliet 1995; Marsh et al. 2006; Beresford
2003).
But why shrimp? This humble creature is among the least prominent of the sea’s
denizens and is hardly more conspicuous on a menu or plate. Shrimp have nonetheless
come to punch far above the ecological and social weight their size would suggest. The
face of the coastal zone in parts of the tropics has been profoundly transformed by shrimp
aquaculture. Shrimp exports have grown explosively in the past decade, making shrimp
one of the highest-valued seafoods in global trade. This ‘pink revolution’ has created
prosperity for some, conflict for others, and a flood of shrimp imports that triggered ugly
international trade disputes. Environmental NGOs, major retailers, and business
associations are now negotiating a variety of product standards to address the
sustainability and social responsibility of global shrimp production. In such ways,
following the winding path of shrimp through many hands provides insight on broader
questions of globalization and its regulation. Despite their quotidian batter-dipped
appearance, shrimp are a powerful lens through which one can delineate the effects of
globalized commodity chains intersecting with social/natural processes at diverse
locations around the world.
The shrimp industry has had a profound transformative effect on the physical
landscape of the coastal Mekong Delta as well as the socio-economic relations of its
residents with each other and the wider world. This has been especially true since what is
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popularly referred to as ‘the conversion 1’ – a dramatic, major shift in land use in 2000-01
from agriculture to shrimp aquaculture involving several hundred thousand households.
At the same time, prevailing environmental and economic conditions in the Mekong
Delta have inflected the course of the shrimp industry’s development there, constituting
an array of shrimp farming systems that are uncommon in the global industry and a
network of largely informal business relationships that has connected a multitude of
small-holders into the circuits of international trade.
The timing of the coastal Mekong Delta’s conversion to shrimp farming coincided
with (and contributed to) a surge in the global shrimp industry’s output, following on
several years of crisis and restructuring. The delta’s initial foray into shrimp farming was
set back by the same viral epidemic that devastated China’s industry in 1992-93, but the
pandemic of White Spot Virus that reduced production globally by some 25% in 19992001, combined with strong consumer demand in the late 1990s dot.com boom, placed
Việt Nam in a very favorable position to expand its shrimp exports (Jory and Cabrera
2003). Việt Nam’s achievement of national food security and large-scale rice exports,
combined with record low international rice prices and a desire to diversify markets and
products in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997-98, pushed Vietnamese
policymakers to further liberalize agricultural land use and capture larger export
revenues. Thus, in the same few years that Việt Nam’s Central Highlands became the
newest major player in the world coffee market, the coastal Mekong Delta became - in
the words of its popular press - the nation’s ‘shrimp mine’ (mỏ tôm) or ‘Shrimp
More formally referred to as ‘the conversion of the structure of production’ (chuyển đổi
cơ cấu sản xuất).
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Kingdom’ (Vương quốc Tôm). Over the course of two years, mostly in just a few months
in late 2000 and early 2001, 280,000 hectares of land in the delta formerly used for rice
cultivation, freshwater fish ponds, and fruit orchards converted to shrimp aquaculture
(Nhuong et al. 2006). Many areas reclaimed for agriculture by two decades of salinitycontrol and irrigation infrastructure development reverted almost overnight to a salt-water
hydrology. The livelihoods of as many as two million people living in seven Mekong
Delta provinces were now dependent on the fortunes of this small crustacean, which
connected them and their rural communities to millions of consumers in European
supermarket aisles, Japanese sushi bars, and American all-you-can-eat buffets.
The conversion to shrimp was a huge boon for Vietnamese foreign exchange
earnings. From 2000 to 2006, shrimp exports rose from $662 million to $1.46 billion
(Nhuong et al. 2006; USDA Foreign Agricultural Service 2007). The harvest of Mekong
Delta farmed shrimp, which made up 75% of national production, increased from 69,000
metric tons in 2000 to 287,000 in 2006 (Zweig et al. 2005:328). This larger export
volume of not just shrimp but also Pangasius catfish (Duval-Diop and Grimes 2005) was
sent to a broader range of markets. Japan was Việt Nam’s traditional seafood export
destination, but the U.S. saw the largest growth in exports in the 1990s and early 2000s:
America’s share of Vietnamese seafood exports climbed from 14% to 33% in value terms
between 1999 and 2002 (Lộc 2006:191), absorbing much of Việt Nam’s expanding
output.
The shrimp industry’s apparent success was tempered by the difficulties of
conversion experienced by many producers and a variety of sectoral weaknesses that
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harmed Vietnamese shrimp’s international competitiveness. The huge number and small
operating scale of the Mekong Delta’s shrimp growers (generally between one and three
hectares per grower, totalling perhaps a quarter million or more producers) meant that
their technical capacity to improve production efficiency or reduce hazards like the
introduction of pathogens into their ponds was limited. The construction of
infrastructures to support safer production like separate water intake and drainage
networks fell far behind the pace of producers’ ‘spontaneous’ (tự phát, meaning without
specific authorization or beyond the pace of land use planning) actions to convert their
fields into ponds, magnifying problems of self-pollution and cross-contamination. The
production of hatchery-raised shrimp larvae was unable to meet rapidly growing demand
and suffered from poor quality. The capacity of agriculture and fisheries extension
personnel in the region was likewise overwhelmed by the rapid growth of aquaculture.
Put together, these factors meant that a great many producers suffered repeated and costly
crop failures, reduced and highly unstable incomes, and in some cases severe and
unpayable debts, poverty and malnutrition, the loss of land and outmigration.
Another difficulty for the Mekong Delta shrimp sector was steadily building
international pressure for quality improvement and restriction of Vietnamese seafood
exports in key markets. The Vietnamese shrimp industry was embroiled in a series of
contamination scandals throughout the 2000s, from the detection of the highly potent
antibiotic chloramphenicol in exports to the EU in 2001-02 that threatened a ban on
imports and led to 100% inspection of shipments (Hanekamp 2002) to the near-loss of the
Japanese market over chemical contamination on several occasions. In 2004, a lawsuit

28

brought by U.S. shrimp fishermen against six exporting nations imposed anti-dumping
tariffs against Việt Nam, which initially greatly disrupted exports to the U.S. By 2006,
under the influence of trade barriers against shrimp and catfish, the value share of
Vietnamese seafood exports to the U.S. fell to 19.8% and exports to the EU, which had
fallen from a 9.6% to 5.3% share of value between 1999 and 2002 due to food safety
scares, rebounded to 21.6% in 2006 (USDA Foreign Agricultural Service 2007).
All the shrimp farmers interviewed for this study said that the conversion to
shrimp farming had improved their family’s quality of life, but this must also be qualified
by the new challenges and uncertainties shrimp has imposed on producers and the
distance between the promise of shrimp and its reality over their eight years of experience
with this crop. The prosperity envisioned by so many Mekong Delta rural producers in
the rush to conversion was ephemeral and uneven in practice. In late 2008, as shrimp
prices fell to their lowest level ever seen in the delta under the weight of the global
financial crisis then unfolding, many farmers I interviewed recounted the record high
prices they got in the heady days of 2000, at the peak of the international market and just
when their first shrimp crops were coming in. It was, perhaps, their way of underscoring
how much things had changed, and how far the hoped-for potential of shrimp was from
its achievement in reality.
Shrimp prices had, in fact, only remained at the heights of 2000 for a few short
months, the result of spot shortages in international markets just when the 1990s business
cycle was peaking. During the following decade, shrimp prices would slide consistently –
from a peak of around $11.00/kg in 2000 to $7 two years later, under $6 for much of the
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mid-decade and below $5 in 2008. Likewise, the low rice prices of the late 1990s would
first recover, then surpass their earlier average trend. The cheap agricultural inputs of
those years - due to low energy prices - would become much more dear through the
course of the 2000s, culminating in the food and energy crises of 2008 when outlays for
fertilizers, fuel, and agri-chemicals doubled or tripled in some cases just as shrimp prices
were crashing. This confluence of forces, enacting a severe cost-price squeeze on
producer margins, made 2008 the worst year in the short history of the Mekong Delta
shrimp farming sector, and while prices and costs improved considerably in 2009 and
2010, the effects on the sector lingered. In 2009 many producers, especially the larger,
more capitalized growers, remained shut down or producing at greatly reduced capacity
due to losses incurred in the previous year, leading to shortages of raw shrimp to supply
the processing and exporting sector of the industry and resurgent prices. Only in mid2010 would the sector return to something approaching normal production, still
considerably less than the demand of the region’s processors.
In December 2008, just before leaving Việt Nam, my research assistant Mr. Trần
Luân and I returned to some of the rural areas where we had done fieldwork in two
months earlier. During that visit, I met with farmers and local officials I’d interviewed
previously, asking them what sort of questions they had for me that I could answer or that
I should investigate in the future. Their questions to me were both simple and enormously
difficult to respond to: The most salient question they posed was “What should we
produce here? What kind of shrimp, or other crop, would be most profitable or effective
to grow here?” People also asked me things like “Why do input prices increase while
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shrimp prices decline?”, “What is the cause of shrimp dying here?”, or even whether a
particular American company’s shrimp larvae were of good quality and suitable for the
growing conditions in their locality. I must admit that at the time, and still to this day, I
don’t have good answers for most of these questions.
The question “What should we produce?” reflects the uncertainties market
volatility has imposed on shrimp producers who, after throwing their lot in with shrimp,
faced severe crisis in 2008 and had few options for diversification or re-conversion to
other farming systems. Trajectories of change in complex systems are a unifying
problematic of this dissertation, and later I attempt to explain the pathways by which
farming systems have changed across the coastal delta, the divergence of those pathways
between different locales in the region, and the differential capacity of those locales to
change their farming systems based (in part) on their past landscape change decisions and
presently prevailing conditions. Some places have been more flexible in their embrace of
shrimp farming, while others have become relatively locked-in to the practice, making for
differential vulnerability to market shocks like those experienced in 2008. As a result,
some coastal Mekong Delta districts and communes are more able to shift their
production portfolio to take advantage of market opportunities and limit their
participation in unremunerative crops, while others ‘stuck’ with shrimp face a different
situation, one where a shift in land use will likely require large investments, several
years, and a social consensus and policy commitment that is not evident from my
fieldwork. For such places, further intensification of shrimp production, most likely
toward the cultivation of p. vannamei, provides a potential pathway of change but one
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that most producers cannot afford to pursue. The development of salt- or brackish- water
integrated farming systems, harvesting multiple crops over the course of the year, may
hold promise as a way out of shrimp monoculture but is as yet underdeveloped and faces
a series of technical challenges (Troell 2009). As an alternative or in concert with
farming systems innovation, macroeconomic policies to support fair and steady prices for
shrimp - be they unilateral, biliateral or multilateral - may be the most effective means of
stabilizing the shrimp sector of the coastal Mekong Delta and elsewhere in the world.
Questions about the causes of economic shocks, shrimp mortality, and trade wars
with America reflect the relative positionality of the local officials, farmers, and myself
to the broader forces we found ourselves sweating over at a canal-side café in Đầm Dơi
one afternoon in late 2008. The economic crises of that year exposed the vulnerabilities
of the shrimp sector in a way that was clearly unsettling for all present, and I could offer
no clear, causative answers or direct solutions to ameliorate the situation, only some
fumbling attempts at explanation in Vietnamese. All three issues – the cost-price squeeze,
the ongoing problem of shrimp disease, and the U.S./Việt Nam shrimp row - are the
immediate manifestations of masses of mutually constitutive threads, tied together. As
one person’s question demonstrated, “Are the shrimp dying because of the water, or the
weather, or some disease?”: people know the underlying factors well enough, and have
contemplated and debated their relative weighting for years.
The difficult part for me, them, or anyone else is understanding which threads to
‘pull on’ - how to untangle these problems so as to derive effective interventions that
might improve systemic performance, knowing that action anywhere will reverberate
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everywhere, in ways that may not be readily predictable or desirable. In the case of
disease, no doubt shrimp mortality is a result of all the factors mentioned above,
interacting dynamically under conditions of considerable uncertainty. But solving such
problems may require asking different questions before any (useful) answer is
forthcoming. For example, the ‘bio-security’ paradigm for shrimp health, developed in
controlled experiment stations in Alabama, Hawaii and Thailand (Boyd 2002; Boyd
2003; Subasinghe and Bondad-Reantso 2007; Tedengren and Troell 2000), is generally
applicable by intensive shrimp farms located on good sites with proper water intakes and
discharge, technical staff on call, and sufficient capital to follow these procedures, but has
very little purchase for the social, economic, or ecological conditions in which more than
90% of the Mekong Delta’s shrimp producers operate. Similarly, conceiving of the
problems in the shrimp production network as the absence of formal, contractual business
relations and/or inherent to the small-scale, household nature of production does not
address the empirical patterns of cooperation, autonomy and conflict prevalent among the
sector’s participants which mold its overall shape and performance. Nor does framing the
trade conflict between American and Vietnamese shrimpers around national(ist)
stereotypes and a ‘globalitarian’ teleology of inevitable, inexorable, and spatially ‘flat’
(as in Friedman 2005) economic change acknowledge the commonality of many
problems facing shrimp producers in both countries or the particular regional and local
differences that affect their relations with international seafood markets in distinctive
ways.
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This dissertation is an attempt at sketching out some of the systemic
characteristics of the contemporary Mekong Delta shrimp sector, using its historical
development and geographical diversity as a natural experiment in the significance of
various parameters in system functioning and change. Practical answers to vexing
questions of farming system sustainability, sectoral business linkages, and international
trade relationshps will however require more sustained and action-oriented research.
Such work might entail applied farming systems research on diversified and resilient
agriculture/aquaculture systems, participation in the development of alternative product
forms and commodity chain linkages, or facilitating communication and trade policy
development between people in the shrimp sectors of the Mekong and Mississippi Deltas.
Research problem
The two broad research questions motivating this study are: (1) How has the
development of the shrimp farming industry affected the people and landscapes of the
coastal Mekong Delta of Việt Nam? and: (2) How is the Mekong Delta shrimp sector
evolving in relation to the major shocks and stresses it has experienced in recent years? I
have pursued answers to these questions by making empirical, operationalized inquiries
based on the following intermediate research questions:
(1) Trajectories of landscape change: How and why has the physical landscape of the
coastal Mekong Delta changed since the conversion to shrimp farming around the year
2000?

34

(2) Social embeddedness in commodity chain governance: What types of social
relationships, between which actors, structure the economic transactions through which
Mekong Delta shrimp reaches international markets?
(3) Reflexivity and subjectivity in negotiating the politics of globalization: By what
means can connections between coastal people and places implicated in networks of
economic globalization be fostered? In pursuit of the above objective, what is the
relationship between the subjectivity and embodiment of researchers and research
participants and the political-geographical imaginaries engendered or stifled in their
interaction?
Literature Review
(1) Political ecology, landscape change and resilience
The subdiscipline of human/environmental geography known as political ecology
is, as its name suggests, a perspective on nature and people’s relation to it concerned with
the political - or more accurately the political-economic - aspects of that relation. Political
ecology seeks to understand the processes by which predominant modes of
human/environmental interaction come about, often those deemed pernicious to human
well-being and environmental functioning, and the constructive if tentative work of
plotting more equitable and sustainable relationships between people and the
environment. Throughout, political ecologists are sensitive to the discursive construction
of truths (such as the above-mentioned notions of nature and society, well-being,
functioning, sustainability and equity) and utilize a mix of research methodologies to
triangulate findings about such complex, social/natural processes as deforestation,
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wildlife conservation, and ecological succession (Robbins 2004; Zimmerer and Bassett
2003).
While political ecology shares with cultural ecology and Sauerian cultural
geography a starting point in the necessary interlinking of the social with the natural in
research questions, methods and explanation, what makes this field ‘political’ (economic) is its theoretical insistence on including political and economic forces in any
process of or discourse about human/environmental interaction. How to enact this stance
in methodological and explanatory practice has been subject to several interpretations,
originating in some of political ecology’s foundational works. For Vayda (1983), Vayda
and Walters (1999) and Walters and Vayda (2009), the call to contextualize socio-natural
phenomena takes the form of ‘progressive contextualization’ or ‘event ecology,’ an
abductive process beginning from thick description of a living thing’s conditions and
actions, then tracing its connections outward to other things, places, and times, iteratively
constructing an explanatory context through which the initial site, thing or process may
be understood. Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) argue for a ‘chain of explanation,’ a more
deductive account that suggests to the researcher areas of importance to investigate not
necessarily evident from a given human/environmental site, as well as (in the abstract)
the kinds of relationships those actors may have with each other. The chain of
explanation, in its most reductive form, places nation-states and global economic
institutions at one extreme, the physical landscape at the other, and a variety of regional
and local social formations in the middle, drawing connections between them such as (in
the following order) the utilization of the land by producers, surplus extraction from those
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producers by regional capitals and state institutions, and international patterns of uneven
exchange and development.
Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) saw the chain of explanation as a dynamic
relationship subject to interventions at multiple and contingent points by a variety of
actors. They did not imply any necessary structuring or determination of localities and
ecologies by global political-economic actors (see Blaikie’s [1989] examples of complex
chains of explanation on pages 75, 126 and 131 compared to the hierarchical, simplistic
‘apolitical’ explanatory frameworks for soil erosion he criticizes on page 57).
Nonetheless, the history of political ecology has been marked by an ongoing tension
between methodological emphases on understanding in situ social and ecological
processes and contextualizing those processes with an equally detailed understanding of
the workings of (neo)colonialism, international development projects, global climate,
sovereign debt, commodity markets, biogeochemical cycles, and war and peace. The
practical synthesis of these positions has been an eclectic mix of methodologies and
theorizations from dusting off colonial archives to ethnographic interviews to remote
sensing, and from deconstruction, performativity and abjection to non-equilibrium
ecology, conservation biology, and world-systems theory. Combinations of such methods
and approaches have included linking up chemical companies’ business strategies with
middle class homeowners’ anxieties with savanna grass ecology (Robbins 2007), gender,
social movements and agro-forestry (Rocheleau et al. 2001), or food marketing systems,
hurricanes, international trade regimes, post-colonial states and small-holder provision
gardens (Grossman 1998).
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These cases, among many others, demonstrate the diversity of contemporary
political ecology and the appropriateness of the term networks, rather than chains of
explanation or causal factors in discrete events, to describe the kind of methodological
and explanatory framework used in political ecology in practice. Robbins (2004:210-12)
argues for networks instead of chains as the appropriate metaphor to guide explanation in
political ecology, given the plurality and complexity of actors (inclusive of humans and
non-humans) and the relations between them encountered in human/environmental
phenomena. In such networks there is no supposition of a certain kind of relationship
between the parts, no hierarchy that acts to a priori suggest which parts are determining
and which are determined. The composition of the specific actors and their relationships
that constitute the network, further, are not pre-determined, although the role of theory to
inform the researcher as to where to begin, what to include and what questions to ask
remains important. The verification of the network’s components and the nature of their
relation to each other is the task of empirical research, which can add, take away, or
redefine components and their relationships.
Theory does not provide answers before questions are asked, nor is the confirmation
of theories or models necessarily the goal of political ecological research, but theory does
provide the researcher with a range of initial methodological points from which the
network can begin to be investigated and from which its principal nodes, points of
connection and flows may be described and analyzed in a more iterative, empirical
fashion. Such an approach bears some affinity with grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss
1967) or critical realist (Sayer 2010) approaches. It should not be confused with event
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ecology (Walters and Vayda 2009) which, in its approach beginning from a single site or
organism and progressively contextualizing outward, has no place for existing theory to
help construct and guide research, nor does it begin from an understanding of the
spatially extensive, mutually constitutive nature of human/environmental networks (i.e.
overdetermination) which questions the sufficiency of discrete, linear ‘Newtonian’
causality to explain empirical facts at specific sites. Also, political ecology differs from
event ecology in its assumptions about the place of politics and the very notion of ‘the
political’ in human/environmental research. The reflexivity, responsibility and
accountability of researchers in their daily lives is as political as are espoused, normative
commitments about how the world ought to be (Robbins 2006). Researchers can never
escape from, nor entirely control, the political implications of their work, implications
which exist as much in the interpersonal everyday contexts of fieldwork, writing and
teaching as in theorizing, advising policymakers, or marching in the street. Researchers
can never stop being political because the entire field of social life is political, in the
sense of being invested in the accumulation, distribution, and exercise of social power.
Walters and Vayda (2009:540) explain research topic choice as follows:
“Which specific events are selected for study will depend on various
factors. In general, researchers might be drawn to research specific
environmental changes because of personal or academic curiosity about
the phenomenon (perhaps influenced by reading literature on a subject) or
because of a desire to contribute to certain problems identified by
policymakers, or both.”
The problem with this statement is that personal curiosity and desire are not entirely free
standing, self-directed drives, nor is problem identification by policy makers a
necessarily innocent and objective process, but rather both are always already structured
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by geographical and historical contexts that cannot help but being political. The politics
of how grant money is directed to or away from certain environmental topics (think
climate change) and the influence of funding agencies on the direction of scientific
research in general and on specific research endeavors and careers is also absent.
The ‘a funny thing happened on the way to the field’ character of Walters and
Vayda’s (2009) narrative of contingencies in human/environmental fieldwork does not
acknowledge the embedded politics that necessarily inflect its course and outcomes, from
the places they could go or would not, to the funding received and how it affected the
questions asked and the work done and avoided, or the possible role of their embodiment
and subjectivity (as male, or American, or white, or even event ecologist) on the research
process. Such questions should be raised by any political ecologist seeking to ground
understanding of real people doing real things by starting with their own immediate
actions. In this dissertation, the unavoidability of politics in research is acknowledged,
and especially in its third paper (Appendix C), the political implications of the
researcher’s subjectivity are examined, as are the consequences of the author’s normative
politics on this project’s results, his subjectivity and that of research participants. While
narration and contextualization have serious limitations for making visible the power
dynamics inherent in all research spaces (Rose 1997), the political contexts and choices
made by the author over the course of this project are detailed where possible over the
course of this dissertation.
The normative goals of human/environment research and the ontologies that underlie
thought and action are at the center of debates like that between Watts and Peet (2004),
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Robbins (2004) or Walters and Vayda (2009:546). While the first article argues for a
‘liberation ecology’ that places causative priority on political economy and the second for
networked explanations that balance critique and practical advice, the latter argues that:
“... by centering analysis on environmental changes and the human actions
thought to cause them, and then by probing the possible, more remote
causal inﬂuences on these (e.g., events associated with institutions,
policies, commodity markets, etc.), event ecology can elucidate with
considerable clarity and precision the causes and consequences of such
environmental changes as soil erosion, the loss or gain of forests,
depletion of valued wildlife or ﬁsh populations, and so on, in particular
contexts. Insofar as the approach leads to concrete ﬁndings about who is
doing what, why they are doing it, and with what effects, the very
concreteness of the ﬁndings means that the policy implications are quite
concrete, too, and readily communicable to policymakers and other
decision-makers.”
This dissertation does not place “institutions, policies, [and] commodity markets”
distant or remote from environmental changes, rather it places them on an equal
ontological footing with biophysical processes in its network of factors in producing
systemic properties and change. Commodity markets are not contained within the frenetic
floors of futures exchanges in distant world cities but are present at the precise moments
and sites of agrarian production, in, say, a farmer’s hand planting a rice seedling versus
opening a gate to flood his field with salt water. The formulation of formal policies may
stop at the front entrance of government offices, their implementation at the limit of a
policeman’s gaze, but the broader category of politics occurs whenever someone cuts a
hole in a levee in the middle of the night, goes to their friend’s shop to buy the new
shrimp season’s supplies because he trusts he’ll deal fairly with him, or expects dinner on
the table at six o’clock. Institutions do not always print their policies on letterhead but are
evident when adulterated shrimp continues to find its way into international markets
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despite frequent attempts at suppression or farmers adopt new agronomic practices en
masse in advance of or contrary to extension agents’ advice. Walters and Vayda’s
(2009:546) production of “concrete findings” centered on biophysical changes like “soil
erosion, the loss or gain of forests, depletion of valued wildlife or ﬁsh populations”
marginalize political-economic forces as “more remote causal influences.” By placing
politics as remote from human/environmental processes, the policy implications of their
findings become “concrete” and “readily communicable to policymakers.” This sort of
apolitical ecology has been shown to fall short of the normative goals of (well-meaning)
planners because of the complex, hybrid nature of human/environmental systems and the
unexpected and often pernicious consequences of managing them as cleanly divided
social and natural phenomena and spaces (Robbins 2001).
In this study, the shrimp serves as a starting point of sorts from which complex
networks are traced. Methodologically, I sought to understand from shrimp producers and
other residents of the coastal Mekong how their lives and the landscape changed
following the conversion in 2000 to shrimp aquaculture across much of the region.
Taking shrimp as a ‘detector’ of its relationships with far-ranging phenomena, I sought to
understand the role of this crustacean in trajectories of landscape change in the coastal
Mekong Delta, following the paths that led, for example, from shrimp to shrimp
aquaculture to land use planning to water control infrastructures to governance of
hydrology to emergent farming systems possibilities, just to take one instance. With this
skeleton of possible links and nodes, sketched out mainly by literature review and some
pre-interviews, I identified the types of people I wanted to speak with and sites to
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investigate and constructed interview questions and PRA scripts intended to answer what
kinds of changes to land use and farming system had occurred in the coastal Mekong
Delta in the past decade.
This study employs a political-ecological framework of theory informed networks
in answering its principal research questions, involving pathways of coastal landscape
change, social relations governing the shrimp production network, and the possibilities
and challenges of trans-local political action challenging the dislocations of capitalist
globalization. Shrimp are central to all three of those questions, although different bodies
of theory (resilience, social embeddedness, and subjectivization) and differing material
contexts (land use/farming systems change, commodity chains governance, and translocal social science fieldwork) make up the networks this project sketches out.
The first of this dissertation’s appended papers concerns landscape change, and
brings together empirical evidence of Land Use/Cover Change (LUCC) in the coastal
Mekong Delta with concepts of resilience and hysteresis in social/ecological systems and
political ecology’s attention to the interconnections between biophysical and politicaleconomic change. Considerable progress has been made in documenting the scale and
overall directions of global LUCC (Turner et al. 1994; Rindfuss et al. 2004; Foley et al.
2005; Lambin and Geist 2006), understanding the proximate and root causes or drivers of
land change (Lambin et al. 2001; Geist and Lambin 2002), and projecting its various
consequences for global climate (Dale 1997; Kalnay and Cai 2003; Searchinger et al.
2008) biogeochemical cycles (Pouyat et al. 2007), biodiversity (Jetz et al. 2007) and food
security (Ramankutty et al. 2008). Such LUCC studies covering broad geographic scales
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and employing Remote Sensing (RS) and modeling methodologies (Lambin et al. 2003;
Parker et al. 2003; Foley et al. 2005; Rindfuss et al. 2007; Wassenaar et al. 2006; Hulse et
al. 2009; Milne et al. 2009) document and simulate general processes and pathways of
land change such as forest clearing and recovery (Walker 2003; Wassenar et al. 2007)
and intensification of agricultural land use (Keys and McConnell 2005).
Conceptually, recording LUCC should be easy enough given the powerful tools
and analyses available to trace changes in remotely sensed pixels from, for example, an
initial mature forest cover, to crop land five years later, to a successional scrub forest
after ten years (see Braimoh and Vlek 2005 and Vagen 2006 for explicit examples of
such methodologies). By aggregating those pixels into typologies of change, overall
trends and rates of land change in a region can be projected. ‘Process-led’ investigations
of LUCC, often case studies employing interviews and surveys with residents and soil
and ground cover sampling methods in addition to RS, have problematized general
conclusions, seeking to bridge the gap between ‘people and pixels’ – connecting remotely
sensed patterns of land change with social, political, economic and human/environmental
processes (Walker 2003).
Yet, accounting for the patterns of landscape transformation recorded in LUCC
research has proven difficult because the drivers of change are multiple, individually
complicated and interconnected factors (Turner et al. 1994; Lambin et al. 2001; Geist and
Lambin 2002) like biophysical conditions and processes (Lu et al. 2002; Moran et al.
2000), practices of land users (Kepe and Scoones 1999; Rocheleau et al. 2001),
institutional arrangements governing resource use (Moran and Ostrom 2005; Tucker et al.
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2007; Jepson et al. 2010), and macro-economic and political pressures (Blaikie and
Brookfield 1987; Hecht and Cockburn 1989; Robbins 2001; MacLeod and Moller 2006).
The concepts of resilience and hysteresis can help in understanding trajectories of
LUCC. Resilience refers to the capacity of complex systems to experience disturbance or
undergo change while retaining core systemic properties, defined as those properties that
allow systems to return to pre-disturbance states or continue performing certain functions
(Adger 2000; Holling 2004; Folke 2006). Systems exhibiting a high degree of resilience
are adaptable to external shocks, allowing for reorganization and adjustment to new
conditions, while conserving certain variables or properties of the system that maintain its
coherence, overall structure, or outputs (Gunderson and Holling 2002; Walker et al.
2006). Low-resilience systems can be either readily changeable but lacking the means to
retain systemic properties, leading to chronic instability, or else highly rigid, preserving
their structure to such an extent that the system cannot adapt to disturbances, becoming
vulnerable to catastrophic failure. The resilience literature argues that a balance between
‘fast’ and ‘slow’ variables or system properties is crucial to resilience, in the sense that
fast variables allow for creativity, innovation, and change, while slow ones act to retain a
systemic ‘memory’ and moderate change within certain parameters (Holling 2004,
Armitage and Johnson 2006).
Ecologists use a language of alternative stable states, thresholds, basins of
attraction and pathways of change to conceptualize transitions between ecological
systems (Reitkerk and van de Koppel 1997; Verburg 2006; Suding and Hobbs 2009).
Paralleling the resilience literature, these scholars observe that complex systems can in
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some instances undergo destructive disturbances but readily recover to prior states, while
a slight alteration of initial systemic properties or the nature of the disturbance may lead
to very different consequences, wherein a new type of system succeeds in the wake of the
disturbance. Systemic change that produces markedly different conditions making it
impossible or more difficult to return to prior system states is known as hysteresis
(Carpenter 2003; Briske 2005; Suding and Hobbs 2009:271). For example, a grassdominated system may replace a forest following a devastating fire. However, with a
different disturbance, say a fire of varying burn duration or intensity, or a forest
composition of different species or age or ground litter volume, a tree-dominated system
might be retained, but perhaps one of a different type. That specific system state could
have certain conditions that accelerate further change or reinforce the stability of the new
system – and so on.
Such varying recovery from disturbance in socio-ecological systems (Robbins
2004:100-103) has been observed and analyzed by political ecologists and resilience
scholars in a variety of research projects on LUCC, like intensified pastoralism and the
evolution of South African grassland patchworks (Kepe and Scoones 1999), the habitat
suitability of Central American secondary successional forests for different species of
conservation concern (Vester et al. 2007), and the counter-intuitive expansion of forest
cover coincident with agricultural intensification, population growth, and expanded
herbivory in semi-arid Africa and South Asia (Robbins 2001; Fairhead and Leach 1998;
Bassett and Zueli 2000; Nyssen et al. 2009).
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Political ecology contributes to the study of LUCC trajectories through its
attention to the role of political-economic drivers in the direction, magnitude, and
(ir)reversability of particular LUCC pathways, as in Jarosz (1993), Hecht and Cockburn
(1989), Peluso (1992), Robbins (2001), Bassett (2001) and Jepson et al. (2010). Some
writers in the resilience research community (Moran and Ostrom 2005; Armitage and
Johnson 2006) and ‘mainstream’ LUCC studies (Tucker et al. 2007; Young et al. 2006;
Lambin et al. 2003; Turner et al. 2003; Turner et al. 2007) also point out the importance
of such drivers, such as legal frameworks and enforcement, property regimes and rights,
bureaucratic logics and their consequences, the extraction of surplus and its contestation
by social groups, and the articulation of rural producers with other economic actors in
far-reaching production networks. While the weighting or even relevance of such factors
in patterns of LUCC must be empirically demonstrated, a political-ecological framework
should include an investigation of them, contextualized to the specific properties of the
sites and objects in question, alongside biophysical factors and other human interventions
in the landscape.
In addition to political ecology with its focus on political economy, this
dissertation’s first article also employs the theoretical and methodological framework
known as Farming Systems Research (FSR). FSR, developed in response to limitations of
Green Revolution agricultural modernization, focuses on the dynamics of producers and
productive landscapes at the scale of the individual plot, household, or rural community
(Chambers 1997; Collinson 2000). Vietnamese and foreign researchers in the Mekong
Delta have developed a considerable literature on regional farming systems and their
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dynamics there (Xuan and Matsui 1998; Yamada 2004). The evolution of Mekong Delta
farming systems has been, generally, a movement towards the diversification and
intensification of land and water resource use, trends that have sometimes coincided and
sometimes clashed. In the schematic of Mekong Delta rural development researchers,
farming systems there have evolved historically along two axes: ‘Horizontally,’
corresponding to increasing modification of the physical environment from forest and
marsh into rainfed systems, irrigated agriculture to perrenial gardens; and ‘vertically,’
through rising complexity and integration of components of the farming system, from
single cropping to double-cropping, polyculture or rotational culture, to highly-integrated
forms such as VAC (Vườn-Ao-Chuồng or Orchard-Pond-Animal pen) Integrated
Agriculture-Aquaculture (IAA) systems (Son 1998:112; Nhan et al. 2007).
Sansom (1970) analyzed the development of high value raised-bed vegetable
production in areas of the upper delta near urban markets as a diversification of ricebased cropping systems based on new market and transport possibilities. Following the
land and economic reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, rice-based systems experienced a
strong trend of intensification but with the achievement of large rice surpluses, a new
wave of farming systems diversification occurred in the delta (Tanaka 1995; Bosma et al.
2005). Some areas, like the fruit-growing districts of the provinces of Tiên Giang and
Vĩnh Long, VAC farming systems proliferated to recycle wastes into on-farm inputs and
produce additional high value crops (like pigs and fish) (Berg 2002; Nhan et al. 2007;
Phong et al. 2008). Other parts of the central delta forewent diversification in favor of
intensified rice growing to three crops per year, boosting incomes but leading to serious
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pest problems and high levels of agri-chemical use and pollution (Dung and Dung 1997;
Huan et al. 2005). In low-lying acidic soil zones, mixed forestry, sugar cane, vegetable
and aquaculture and animal husbandry systems were developed (Ni and Xuan 1998),
while in all these cases integrated farming systems remain in the considerable minority
among producers and make up a small part of the total land area devoted to agriculture in
the Mekong Delta.
The interplay of ‘top-down’ technical farming systems innovations (like the
introduction of IR5 and IR8 ‘miracle rice’ varieties in 1966-67) with farmer-initiated
ones, such as using long-tail boat motors as agricultural water pumps (Sansom 1970:16468), are another dynamic of Mekong Delta agricultural change. In the case of shrimp
farming, a farmer in mid-1960s Mỹ Xuyên invented rice/shrimp culture by trial-anderror, experimenting with wild shrimp larvae and the timing of crops to make a
successful rotational system (Be and Dung 1999). The practice spread horizontally
among farmers but remained a minor component in farming systems until land use policy
change legalized it some thirty years later. More recently, Vietnamese rural development
workers have sought to institutionalize this interplay by cultivating farmer knowledge
and collaboration in the selection of seed varieties, in field testing and diffusion of new
agricultural practices, and other means (De 2006).
In this dissertation, the relationship of several interrelated factors in complex
trajectories of LUCC in the coastal Mekong Delta are examined. The research question
about LUCC posed in this dissertation is: What is the interaction between the dynamics
of economic globalization and the dynamics of land use and farming systems change in
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the coastal Mekong Delta? How did political-economic drivers common to different
localities in this region, namely changes to national land use policy and commodity
prices, interacting with varying institutional, experiential, and biophysical contexts, bring
about differing land use and farming system outcomes between places? What
combinations of factors led to what trajectories of landscape change in this coastal
region?
Asking empirical questions about the type, magnitude, and timing of landscape
change associated with the conversion to shrimp farming and that sector’s evolution in
the past decade, this study analyzes those changes in light of resilience and hysteresis,
finding that some locations have undergone changes that are (effectively) irreversible
since beginning shrimp aquaculture, while others have retained more flexibility in their
relation to this production system. Political-economic drivers of change associated with
globalization can undermine the resiliency of coastal regions as argued by Armitage and
Johnson (2006), but do not necessarily: Contingent factors of biophysical conditions,
producer experience, and infrastructure can alter these trajectories, but within the political
bounds of land use policy and the economic bounds of commodity price trends, the latter
exercising a particularly strong influence on land use and farming systems change in this
region since the liberalization of agricultural markets here some twenty years ago.
(2) Economic geography: Social embeddedness and commodity chain governance
The governance and coordination of commodity chains, including the setting of
standards and practices, enforcement of rules, allocation of benefits and articulation of
diverse actors and localities into production and distribution networks, is often centered
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in one node in the chain. For highly technical products like cars and aircraft, ‘producerdriven’ chains are predominant, in which the manufacturer controls design, engineering
standards and some aspects of production and coordinates the production and assembly of
sub-components with contractors. For other goods produced in global value chains like
brand-name clothes, ‘buyer-driven’ chains center governance in large retailers and
brands, who subcontract most or all manufacturing and concentrate on marketing and
retailing (Gereffi 1994, 1996). Buyer-driven chains are the norm in high-value,
internationalized agri-food networks such as the fresh vegetable (Barrientos et al. 2003;
Key and Runsten 1999), cut flowers (Hughes 2000), specialty coffee (Neilson 2008;
Muradian and Pelupessy 2005; Ponte 2002), and farmed shrimp industries (Goss et al.
2000; Kagawa and Bailey 2006; Lebel et al. 2008; Hatanaka 2010).
Social embeddedness is the postulate that a given social phenomenon does not
occur independently, but is ‘nested,’ as it were, in other phenomena; the properties of any
social relation or structure are restricted and enabled by other relations and structures.
Embeddedness has taken special importance for social scientists studying the economy, a
variety of social relations often treated as sovereign, self-regulating, and unattached to
other logics, interests and desires (Gibson-Graham 2006). Scholarship on the social
embeddedness of the economy is traced back to Polanyi’s (1944[1957]) pioneering work
and the economic sociology popularized by Granovetter (1985:481-2), who defined
embeddedness as “the argument that the behavior and institutions to be analyzed are so
constrained by ongoing social relations that to construe them as independent is a grievous
misunderstanding.” The social embeddedness of the economy perspective seeks to
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moderate “oversocialized” accounts that see economic behavior as determined by social
structure and “undersocialized” ones associated with rational choice and other ‘economic
man’ perspectives.
Subsequent work has applied the embeddedness perspective to a wide range of
economic practices. The firm is shown to be a cultural space, one in which certain social
norms guide decision-making, and where intra-firm sub-cultures coexist and sometimes
conflict in the overall functioning of the business (Womack et al. 1990; Schoenberger
1997; Yeung 2005a). The fortunes of industrial clusters also reflect a particular form of
social embeddedness, namely regional business cultures (Storper 1997; Rutten and
Boekema 2007). Massachusetts’ Route 128 technology corridor lost out in the
competition for the IT and software industries to Silicon Valley despite its surplus of
talent, capital, and leading firms in the field, due to its conservative business culture
based on military contracting, established firms, and financing by a commercial banking
sector that tolerated lower levels of risk than the venture capital sector in the Bay Area,
which articulated with small, risk-prone entrepreneurs with flatter management structures
that did the crucial innovations that built the personal computing industry there (Saxenian
1994). Other authors have written about economic embeddedness in the context of the
operations of transnational corporations’ national branches (Faulconbridge 2008;
Domosh 2010), national business cultures affecting ownership and management
structures and labor-management relations (Womack et al. 1990; Yeung 1997; Mitchell
1995), and the conventions and practices of participants in agri-food networks (Murdoch
et al. 2000; Sage 2003; Hinrichs 2000, Higgins et al. 2008).
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Social embeddedness should not be conflated with spatial proximity. Hess (2004)
argues that social embeddedness has been ‘overterritorialized,’ defined as a property of
local or regional economic phenomena to the exclusion of more spatially distant
relationships. Hess (2004:176-77) instead characterizes economic embeddedness in three
ways, which distinguish embeddedness more around the nature of social relationships or
contexts rather than space or place per se. First, social embeddedness “Signifies the
importance of where an actor comes from, considering the societal (i.e., cultural,
political, etc.) background or - to use a 'biologistic' metaphor - 'genetic code', influencing
and shaping the action of individuals and collective actors within their respective
societies and outside it.” Second, network embeddedness “Describes the network of
actors a person or organization is involved in, i.e., the structure of relationships among a
set of individuals and organizations regardless of their country of origin or local
anchoring in particular places.” In this sense, embeddedness is a property of social
networks in space, but not necessarily of spatial proximity. Distantiated economic
networks can be socially embedded as can those functioning in a single place. Last,
territorial embeddedness “Considers the extent to which an actor is 'anchored' in
particular territories or places. Economic actors become embedded there in the sense that
they absorb, and in some cases become constrained by, the economic activities and social
dynamics that already exist in those places.” This form of embeddedness deals
specifically with localities, although its definition implies that territorial embeddedness is
a function of social influences and networks of relationships bearing on people in those
specific places, not any inherent aspect of place.
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This dissertation’s contribution to the literature on the social embeddedness of the
economy and commodity chain governance is to argue that ‘raw deals’ – bad, inequitable,
exploitative inter-firm relationships – are as embedded as more commonly cited
relationships of trust and reciprocity. In addition to the possibility of socially-embedded
injustice in economic relations, there is also the issue of cooperation among some
economic actors that works to the detriment of a larger group. As Granovetter (1985:492)
points out, socially-embedded trust provides protection against malfeasance between
economic cooperators, but this does not mean that thieves cannot utilize it to more
effectively rob those outside their network and protect each other.
In a related vein, socially distant and formalized inter-firm relations are
considered in this dissertation just as socially embedded as informal, unwritten ties
generally based on interpersonal familiarity. At the same time that much of the social
embeddedness literature emphasizes spatially close relationships (Hess 2004), it also
tends to highlight normatively good, trustworthy, and equitable relationships (often
conflating proximity and informality with such qualities). This approach has the (indirect)
effect of framing economic relationships marked by qualities of social distance, distrust,
inequality or formality as ‘disembedded.’ While economic actors can and do disembed
themselves from social ties, networks, or localities in the sense of severing those links in
pursuit of greater mobility, flexibility, or some other advantage, Polyani’s (1944[1957])
notion of ‘double movement’ tells us that the constant disembedding of land, labor and
money from their social milieux is always accompanied by their reembedding into new
socio-spatial contexts. Specific forms of social embeddedness may be abrogated but no
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absolute economic disembeddedness is possible. Every instance of economic
disembedding necessarily implies reembedding – every footloose firm must cool its heels
somewhere.
Going a bit further, economic relationships of distance, distrust, or double-dealing
are the cumulative product of historical efforts that made them that way, efforts that took
place within particular socio-spatial contexts that shaped the course of events. Behind
every impersonal contract or product specification lies a bevy of bureaucrats, lawyers,
and others who constructed and contested its language long before it came across your
desk. Following Polyani (1944[1957]) again, the formal market, contracts, and all the
other accoutrements of rational “economic man” can only be brought to life and
reproduced through enormous social efforts by people to constantly transmute the
material world into fictitious commodities and back again. It is a false dichotomy to place
embeddedness at the opposite end of a spectrum from ‘marketness’ (Block 1990; see
Krippner 2001 for a critique and Hindrichs 2000 for a critical application) because
actually existing markets, in Polyani’s conception, are themselves necessarily socially
embedded. Block (1990) is correct in that marketness and instrumentalism - meaning
attention to price signals and self-interest in pursuit of economic utility relative to other
drivers of behavior – coexist with social embeddedness. My argument here is that while
marketness and instrumentalism may override objectives of social reciprocity,
beneficence, sharing, or obligation, these economic behaviors are also socially embedded,
derived from social and cultural norms, interpersonal networks, and particular spatial
contexts.

55

(3) Situated engagements with globalization: The role of geography, subjectivity and
reflexivity
What to do about capitalist globalization has provoked no small amount of
writing. Marx and Engels’ (1848[2005]) call for the workers of the world to unite,
unfortunately, did not include much in the way of instructions as to how the world’s
workers were to come together: the Manifesto’s prescriptive sections are largely devoted
to their transitional program for individual European nation-states, not the activities of
what would soon become the First International. Throughout most of the 20th Century,
international solidarity meant for much of the Left a geopolitical commitment to the
defense of one or more states (the Soviet Union, China, Việt Nam, Cuba, etc.) whose
governments proclaimed themselves to be really-existing alternatives to capitalism. With
the eclipse of state socialism, radical theory and practice has gone in several directions,
which can be encompassed by two slogans: “Our resistance must be as global as capital”
(Routledge 2000; DeFilippis 2001) and “We are everywhere” (Notes from Nowhere
2003). While the latter counters the ideology of the supposed global reach of capital with
the ubiquity of anti-capitalist resistance, the former statement is more ambiguous,
interpretable as either the need to multiply sites of resistance everywhere –a ‘horizontal’
reading – or a ‘vertical’ interpretation, that resistance must become ‘global,’ ‘up-scaled’
to confront capital’s ‘global ambition’ and transcend ‘militant particularisms’ rooted in
specific places or identities (paraphrasing Harvey 1996). A different reading of capitalist
globalization comes from the Zapatistas (1996), who have offered some inspiration and
concrete examples of place-based internationalism. While they do not reject international
ties, the Zapatistas neither present themselves as an international leadership or
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subordinate their local decision-making to others. Rather, Zapatista practice has been to
facilitate encounters between people from different places and situations so as to
encourage specific forms of material solidarity and learning from each other’s similarities
and differences.
Feminist geographers that have engaged with the questions of economic
globalization have drawn attention to several areas largely neglected by economic
geography such as gender in divisions and processes of labor, the gendering of migration
and diaspora, and casual/informal/unwaged labor in global production (Nagar et al.
2002). These authors argue not just for inclusion of these aspects of economic
globalization in existing research, but also a different research agenda that fosters
collaboration between places and understands that ‘the global’ is constituted by ‘the
local’ as much as the other way around. By understanding how embodied and situated
people and places contribute to global processes, means to alter those processes can be
shared and developed. Such a research agenda must also address the place of researchers,
the people they interact with, and where and how they intersect in the study of and
intervention in processes of economic globalization.
Questions of the ethics and politics of research center on the relationship between
the researcher and the researched: What questions are asked, how they are answered, who
speaks (for whom) and who benefits. One unavoidable aspect of such questions is the
interpersonal, embodied nature of social science fieldwork. The ideal of objective truth,
derived from equally neutral research instruments and disembodied from the personalities
of the data’s collectors and its contributors, has been widely critiqued (Haraway 1991;
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Dowling 2000; Rose 1997; Valentine 2007). The identity/subjectivity of those involved
in fieldwork necessarily shapes their perceptions and interpretations of the world around
them and their interaction with others, ultimately affecting the tenor of the data collected
and its understood and represented. Further, subjectivity is never stable nor entirely predetermined, but an interactive, changing quality that can shift through, for instance,
participation in research interviews. Consequently, fieldwork is an intersubjective process
in which researcher and researched influence each other (England 1994; Mullings 1999).
Intersubjectivity notwithstanding, imbalances of power remain between
researchers and those they speak to and for (England 1994; Gilbert 1994). In seeking a
more dialogic, contextual, and responsible form of knowledge production with research
participants, researchers employing qualitative methodologies like unstructured
interviews, oral histories, focus groups, participant observation and action research do not
inherently resolve the power-laden and unequal nature of fieldwork. Scientists still
largely determine what questions to ask, who to speak to, how to interpret data and what
and how to publish results. While the issue of power is arguably more obvious in
circumstances where ‘the field’ is particularly distant from a researcher’s daily life,
and/or racial, gendered, or national differences between researchers and researched
coincide with patterns of social inequality or domination, working ‘at home’ does not
negate the power dynamics inherent in fieldwork, nor does any normative political
orientation or methodological practice (Gilbert 1994; Staeheli and Lawson 1995; Robbins
2006). Such issues remain difficult questions that must be worked through in the research
process but can only ever be partially resolved, as power relations in research are
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overdetermined by broader structural inequalities (Gilbert 1994; Dowling 2000). At the
same time, the performative nature of identity and social relationships, the partiality of
anyone’s knowledge given their embodied perspectives, and the simple unpredictability
of what occurs in the moment of research interactions means that researchers cannot
control or fully account for themselves or anyone else’s subjectivity, however hard they
try, posing limits on how much academics can address power imbalances as well as
providing space where people can challenge and rework those imbalances (Rose 1997).
For many qualitative researchers (and some quantitative ones) in geography,
reflexivity is a crucial practice for not only gaining a critical knowledge of one’s role in
the research process, but a methodological practice in itself for generating new and
different questions and answers during fieldwork. Reflexivity, defined by England
(1994:82) as “self-critical sympathetic and the self-conscious analytical scrutiny of self as
researcher,” encompasses a variety of practices engaged in by researchers seeking equity
and progressive change through their work. Making explicit the contexts in which the
author is positioned is an attempt at demystifying the research process so as to find
common ground between researcher and researched (Katz 1994). Autoethnography
(Jones 2008) seeks to bring personal narrative and emotion into researchers’ writings in
order to provoke action by example and performance. Action research (Kindon 2008;
Kleine 2008) and community-based research (Austin 2003, 2004) acknowledges that
researchers will affect the situations they research, and instead of seeking to minimize
their effects, seeks to participate in the processes they study and contribute positively to
the people and places of their research.
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Katz (1998, 2001, 2004) and Gibson-Graham (2006) represent two attempts at
place-based engagement with economic globalization through action research. The
former author details the concept of counter-topography, the tracing of ‘contour lines’
between places based on their common relationship to a globalized process like structural
adjustment, commodity flows, or war. Katz’s (2001) purpose of counter-topography is to
understand how specific places engage with these common processes in distinctive ways
and how these processes affect and can be affected by people in situated contexts.
Gibson-Graham (2006) argue for the construction of community economies and the
related work of uncovering the diversity of local economic practice and cultivating
economic subjectivities to inhabit such economies. Community economies also begin
from an appreciation of local difference and its political potential to alter the ways that
globalization is understood and engaged with, but this perspective aims at a different
goal, namely the development of place-based economies with a large non-capitalist base
of firms, transactions, and forms of labor. Rather than seeking to draw connections
between diverse places around the flows of the global capitalist economy, GibsonGraham (2006) seek to displace that economy from a central role in local economic
development and to harness global resource flows moving through places (say,
remittances from work abroad) to foster these objectives.
This dissertation makes two contributions to these literatures. First, it draws a
contour line between the Mekong and Mississippi Deltas based on their common
participation in the circuits of the international shrimp trade (recognizing also historical
ties of migration and biophysical similarities). Such a contour line has more particularity
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and specificity than Katz’s (1998, 2004) examples of economic restructuring, time-space
expansion, disinvestment and displacement drawn between the children of the village of
Howa in rural Sudan and those of Harlem, New York City, U.S.A. By choosing sites with
a more direct, material interconnection, I believe greater clarity on their commonalities
and differences can be gained and more (and more practical) routes of trans-local action
may be pursued.
Second, I argue in that counter-topographic projects, however common or
material the contour lines connecting places, the subjectivity of researchers and their
research participants is of great importance in any attempt at a trans-local politics of
globalization. My experience doing fieldwork in the Mekong Delta of Việt Nam (and
earlier experience in the U.S. South) found that people projected nationalist subjectivities
when encountering those they perceived as foreigners, or else those representing them,
and presented different geographic subjectivities when addressing those deemed within
the same national community (often defined around other forms of presumed difference
centering on region, locality, ethnicity, rurality/urbanity or association with or
marginality from ‘the government’). Alternative framings of identity (local subjects in
diverse economies, regional subjects relative to the nation-state, or internationalist
subjects of an industrial sector or social class, for example) are crucial to both community
economy or counter-topographical projects, but in this case it was myself, not those I
encountered, who underwent ‘resubjectivization’ in dealing with the complex politics of
trans-local responses to economic globalization. Attention to embodiment and affect, to
language and how conversations are approached, and the possibilities for visual media to
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contest dominant spatial imaginaries of difference are suggested as possible ways
forward.
Explanation of dissertation format and future research directions
The remainder of this document consists of an explanation of the present study,
inclusive of its methodology, a recounting of the fieldwork experience and the principal
empirical findings, and three appended papers drawing from those results. The first paper
(Appendix A), will be submitted to Global Environmental Change, the second (Appendix
B) is intended for Economic Geography, the third (C) for The Professional Geographer.
Those articles are summarized here, as are several future products arising from this work.
“Trajectories of land use and farming systems change in the coastal Mekong Delta
of Việt Nam,” (Appendix A), brings to the study of Land Use/Cover Change concepts
derived from the resilience literature to explain complex and divergent pathways of
landscape change related to the adoption and evolution of the shrimp farming sector. The
paper argues for an appreciation of political-economic drivers, particularly that of
commodity prices, in assessments of landscape change and for price stabilization as a
means of fostering coastal resilience.
“Social relationships in commodity chains governance in the shrimp sector of the
Vietnamese Mekong Delta” (Appendix B) seeks to understand how commodity chains
work in this sector using the concept of social embeddedness. A typology of inter-firm
business relationships is constructed and contradictions, in the form of falling and
uncertain margins for producers and quality concerns for processors are explained as
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inadvertent consequences of interactions between the multiple social relationships
prevailing at the various nodes of this value chain.
The last paper included here, “Nationalism, Internationalism, Embodiment and
Subjectivity in Trans-Local Economic Geography Fieldwork” describes attempts by the
author to facilitate connections between the Mississippi and Mekong Deltas, regions
brought into conflict by the globalization of the seafood industry. Interactions with
Vietnamese research participants, friends, and chance encounters did not so much draw
the intended trans-regional or sectoral connections as reinforce national-scaled spatial
imaginaries. The challenges of articulating a trans-regional politics seem to require a
different approach, one that perhaps involves the production of multi-vocal, multi-media
materials that convey the ironic, counter-intuitive connections of these places and people
without being easily overcoded and reassimilated into national(ist) imaginaries of
difference.
In addition to these pieces, three future writings are projected to result from this
project, as described below:
(1) A comparative paper on the commodity chains of Mekong Delta and Northern Gulf of
Mexico shrimp, utilizing quantitative data collected on the cost of production, prices at
the dock-side (and pond-side), wholesale U.S. market (NYC), and retail (Tucson-area
supermarkets). This paper will compare the network of firms by which shrimp reach the
market from each of these places, the functions of those firms and inter-firm
relationships, and the flows of value through those networks. Marketing margins are
calculated for Mekong Delta and Gulf shrimp at each node of the commodity chain,
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allowing for an estimate of the competitiveness of these regions’ shrimp in the U.S.
market compared to other major producers. These figures are displayed over time,
showing the evolution of the market since 2000. It is found that Mekong Delta and Gulf
shrimp are generally not in direct competition because they occupy different niches in the
U.S. shrimp market, that in most years Vietnamese producers receive higher prices than
American shrimpers do for an equivalent product but earn lower profit margins, and that
both shrimp sectors are becoming less competitive over time compared to global low-cost
producers like China and Thailand. To be submitted to Environment and Planning A.
(2) An article on the teaching of Marxism-Leninism and Hồ Chí Minh Thought in
contemporary Vietnamese universities, based on textbooks on those subjects, newspaper
articles, theses and other documents from the College of Political Science (recently
renamed from the College of Marxism-Leninism / Hồ Chí Minh Thought) at Cần Thơ
University, and conversations with undergraduate students at that university, where
several general education courses on the above subjects are required for all students. This
paper is intended as an overview of the public presence of Marxism in present-day
Vietnamese higher education, how the subject remains officially sanctioned (but steadily
slipping in its official emphasis), yet is almost completely repudiated in practice among
the students encountered by the author. The interpretation of Marx and Lenin for
Vietnamese students is described, as is the exclusion of later development in Marxian
thought, particularly the lack of any analysis of contemporary economic globalization and
Việt Nam’s economic liberalization since the mid-1980s. Vietnamese conceptions of the
crisis of the Eastern Bloc and the meaning of capitalism, socialism and communism in
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the present period are also explained, and the continuing popularity of Hồ Chí Minh
among many young people is contrasted with their wholesale rejection of Marx/Lenin. To
be submitted to Antipode.
(3) A genealogy of rural development practice in the Mekong Delta since the
arrival of the Green Revolution in 1966-67, with emphasis on the activities of the
Mekong Delta Development Institute and its prior iterations going back to 1975. Based
on interviews with Vietnamese rural development professionals – some with decades of
experience and others new to the field - as well as archival materials and published
literature, this article documents the hybridization of rural development practice not only
between foreign and national agencies and scientists, but between researchers and rural
producers in this region marked by long-term engagement with export-oriented
agriculture and severe geopolitical and political-economic shocks that have repeatedly
shifted rural production and research and teaching priorities, indeed the very meaning and
content, of rural development. For submission to Agriculture and Human Values.
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PRESENT STUDY
This study’s principal findings, substantive conclusions, theoretical underpinnings
and methodological approaches can be ascertained from the three papers appended to this
document, however in this space the overall scope of the work and how it was carried out
are described. The intention here is to provide an understanding of the project in its
entirety, not separated into its particular aspects, and to account for how and why the
research was conducted as it was and the implications of the construction and
implementation of its methodologies on the resultant findings.
Methodology
The author lived in Việt Nam pursuant to this study for eleven months in all, ten
months from February to December 2008 and one month during the following summer.
The majority of the fieldwork in the coastal Mekong Delta was conducted over four
months, from September to December 2008, in a series of one to two week stints of
interviewing and conducting PRA exercises. The summer 2009 work consisted of followup research at the libraries of Cần Thơ University, as well as in the periodicals room of
the Cần Thơ City Library conducting a review of provincial newspaper archives.
The author was affiliated with the Mekong Delta Development Research Institute,
popularly known as MDI, an independent unit of Cần Thơ University consisting of
several departments. Several months were spent in working through the university and
institute’s procedures on conducting rural fieldwork, deciding on research sites, and
securing the requisite permissions and a research assistant from the institute to
accompany me in the field. This time, while sometimes frustrating, was also of great
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importance in improving Vietnamese language skills, conducting initial interviews and
doing library work on contemporary and historical rural development in the Mekong
Delta, as well as making a variety of contacts and friendships in Cần Thơ that would
prove of great assistance to the success of the project and my understanding of the region,
as well as unofficial travel to several parts of the delta from which much was learned.
Given the objective of this study - to understand the type and magnitude of
changes the coastal Mekong Delta has experienced related to its integration with the
circuits of the international shrimp industry – a range of specific research questions and
methodologies were planned. Initially, three main methodological instruments were
intended for use in this study. In all of the instruments, some aspect of each of the three
substantive research questions (changes to the landscape and farming systems, business
relations in the production network, and international trade conflicts) were addressed.
The first of these methodologies was the semi-structured interview, conducted
with a variety of persons including – (a) extensive shrimp producers, (b) intensive shrimp
producers, (c) rice/shrimp producers, (d) shrimp buyers, (e) input dealers, (f) processors,
and (g) local government officials. This range of interviewees was important to
understand the diversity of farming systems in operation at present and historically in the
landscape as well as the variety of actors that participate in the production network
making up the export-oriented shrimp industry. However, such diversity made for low
numbers of interviews with each type of person, as documented in Table One.
Interview scripts (See Appendix E) were prepared for these semi-structured
interviews in English and Vietnamese, consisting of basic information first, the landscape
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and environment second, business practices/experiences next, followed by questions on
relations of production, cooperation and conflict, and finally what the interviewee
thought about seafood trade conflicts between the U.S. and Việt Nam and what could be
done to improve relations. Separate interview scripts were used, with slightly varying
questions, for interviews with shrimp farmers, local government officials, shrimp
business operators, and processors. Interviewees were selected by local government
contacts, usually the commune government’s extension staff, in discussion with the
research team on the first day of fieldwork. Based on researcher suggestions as to the
type of people to interview (for example poor, middle-income, and wealthy shrimp
producers, input suppliers and buyers of various types) the local hosts would convey the
research team to interview sites, make introductions, and then pay a varying amount of
attention to the interview process, from interventions to explain questions and offer
opinions (on a few occasions) to bored indifference, especially as a week of interviewing
drew to a close. Drawing from the interview script but allowing for follow-up questions
and unexpected directions in the conversation, the author and research assistant affiliated
with MDI, Mr. Trần Luân, asked all questions in Vietnamese and wrote field jottings
during interviews. University of Arizona IRB information was handed out to all
interviewees and the nature of the project and their rights as research subjects was
explained in Vietnamese, after which interviews generally lasted from 30 minutes to an
hour and a half. Following conventions of Vietnamese researchers, a payment of 50,000
VND (roughly $3 USD at late 2008 exchange rates) was made to all interview
participants. The author and research assistant compared notes after each fieldwork day,
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filled in comments that were not clearly recorded or understood at the time, and typed out
and translated field notes into English and Vietnamese for future analysis.
In all, 64 interviews of varying degrees of formality were conducted, the plurality
of which took place in Sóc Trăng and Cà Mau provinces, with the balance in Cần Thơ
and Sài Gòn (Table One). While local government officials (ranging from communelevel fisheries extension staff to Vice-chairmen of provincial and district People’s
Committees) constitute the single-largest number of interviews at 18, 15 shrimp farmers
and 22 people involved in other aspects of the shrimp production network were
interviewed, from local shrimp fry dealers to a disease diagnostic technician to an
importer for a major Japanese seafood firm. The total was rounded out with nine
interviews with academics.
The second direct methodological instrument used in this study were Participatory
Rural Appraisal (PRA) exercises – ten of these were conducted with groups of shrimp
producers, between four and more than a dozen participants/onlookers per exercise, as
well as local extension personnel who participated to varying degrees. Generally three
PRAs, each lasting between one and two hours, were done in each locality where
fieldwork was conducted (Table Two). While the number of participants in these PRAs
cannot be precisely quantified (they were conducted in semi-public spaces where people
could come and go as they pleased, and many folks came to see what was happening for
only a few minutes and then departed), the total was between 60 and 80. As with
interviews, people present at the beginning of the exercise were given an IRB sheet and
brief explanation of the project and their rights, and those still present at the end were

69

Cà Mau

Extensive shrimp farmer
Intensive shrimp farmer
Rice/shrimp farmer
Shrimp buyer (collectors and
dealers)
Shrimp buyer (trading company)
Shrimp fry dealer
Other input / service dealer
Processor
Local government (People’s
Committee)
Local government (Agriculture,
Fisheries Department or Extension)
Trade association (VASEP)
Foreign importer
Academic
Totals

3*
2
5
2

4*
1
2

3
6
6
4

3
1
2
2

1
1
5
3
2

1
4
6
5
4

6

8

14

26

Sóc
Trăng

Cần Thơ

Table One. Semi-structured
interviews conducted for this study.

27

8
8

Sài Gòn
(HCMC)

1
1
1
3

Totals

1
1
9
64

*One local government official was also an extensive shrimp farmer, and one shrimp collector was also an
intensive farmer. Those interviewees are counted twice here.

paid 50,000 VND for their participation.
As with semi-structured interviews, PRAs were designed with a questions script
in English and Vietnamese, written in consultation with faculty and staff at MDI.
Depending on the time available, five specific activities were conducted with
participants, beginning with (1) drawing a map of the locality that indicated key
landmarks and land uses. Additional activities included (2) a transect map of the area
listing different local land uses, the main plants and animals present, difficulties and
opportunities for production, and the water regime for each land use, (3) a yearly
cropping calendar including rainy and saline seasons, shrimp and other cropping seasons,
off-farm labor, and prices and expenses through the year, (4) a list of local historical
events, and (5) a ‘SWOT’ (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) matrix that
asked participants what were the good and bad conditions bearing on production and
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Table Two. Participatory Rural Appraisals conducted for this study.
#
Location
Date
Intended participants
1 Trần Văn Thời, Cà Mau
2 Trần Văn Thời, Cà Mau
3 Trần Văn Thời, Cà Mau
4
Đầm Dơi, Cà Mau
5
Đầm Dơi, Cà Mau
6
Đầm Dơi, Cà Mau
7 Mỹ Xuyên, Sóc Trăng
8 Mỹ Xuyên, Sóc Trăng
9 Vĩnh Châu, Sóc Trăng
10 Vĩnh Châu, Sóc Trăng

9/8/08
9/9/08
9/10/08
9/20/08
9/22/08
9/23/08
10/23/08
10/23/08
10/30/08
10/30/08

Approximate #
of participants
Wealthy/successful shrimp farmers
6
Average shrimp farmers
9
Poor/shrimp farmers with difficulties
7
Shrimp farmers of hamlet #1
10
Intensive, semi-intensive shrimp growers
12
Shrimp farmers of hamlet #2
10
Members of rice/shrimp farmer club
6
Members of another rice/shrimp farmer club
8
Intensive shrimp growers/investors
6
Semi-intensive household shrimp farmers
10

quality of life in the locality (the Strengths and Weaknesses) and what were potentially
positive and negative changes to production and living (Opportunities and Threats).
When possible, participants were encouraged to draw the answers with markers on large
pieces of butcher paper; when no one volunteered for this activity, Mr. Luân did the
writing. He and I asked all the questions in Vietnamese, facilitating the exercise with the
aim of eliciting some feedback from all participants. PRAs, while they tested my ability
to understand multiple simultaneous voices and threads of conversation in Vietnamese,
were of great value not only for the specific data elicited by our direct questions, but for
the types of unexpected interactions and feedback drawn out by this more free-form,
unpredictable methodology. In particular, PRAs were vital for discussions with shrimp
farmers, both men and women, about a variety of issues, and (on occasion) some
interesting insights into differences and disagreements among farmers and between
farmers, local businesspeople and government officials about the proper course of action
for the shrimp farming sector.
A household survey of shrimp farmers, intended to provide quantitative support
for trends identified from a relatively small number of interviews and PRAs and focus
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more on household divisions of labor and economics, was initially planned and a survey
instrument was constructed and translated. However, due to the compressed fieldwork
schedule given the lack of research assistants to conduct such a survey, this method was
not implemented.
In addition to these primary methodologies of semi-structured interviewing and
PRA, several supplementary methods were employed in this study. One of those methods
was interviews with academics, primarily Vietnamese rural development researchers as
well as several international development workers. These interviews, nine in all, were
important for providing perspective on historical and contemporary development
programs and changes in Mekong Delta society and agrarian production, as many of the
interviewees have worked in the rural Delta for several decades and not only observed,
but participated in, the major trends of rural development there during this time, offering
clarifying and critical viewpoints on this project’s topics of concern.
In part to provide more historical context to bolster or confirm interview and PRA
data and in part to make best use of research time that could not be employed in direct
fieldwork because of institutional complications, the archive of two provincial
newspapers, Báo Cà Mau and Báo Sóc Trăng, was reviewed for the years 2000-09.
Access to these newspapers was obtained at the Cần Thơ City Library and each issue was
scanned for articles related to shrimp farming, the shrimp industry, rural development,
agriculture, farm credit, and exports. This work was conducted during several periods
between fieldwork excursions in mid- and late 2008 and over several weeks in summer
2009. Articles of interest were photographed with a 12-megapixel digital camera, a
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sufficient resolution for them to be read later, and the date and page numbers noted in a
spreadsheet. In all, out of twenty total years of issues between the two papers, some 2,646
articles were recorded electronically and catalogued. Also, the online archives of three
national Vietnamese newspapers (Tuổi Tre, Lao Động, and Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam) were
consulted and from those sources an additional 872 articles were collected.
M.S. and Ph.D theses and project reports were consulted at Cần Thơ University’s
Colleges of Fisheries, Agriculture, and the Mekong Delta Development Research
Institute and notes and photographs of information relevant to the coastal Mekong Delta
and the shrimp farming industry were recorded. Notes were taken on a total of 34
Vietnamese-language M.S. and Ph.D theses, departmental project reports and scholarly
articles on topics such as recent patterns in shrimp disease and treatment, the production
economics and technical aspects of new shrimp farming systems in the Mekong Delta,
and the objectives and results of past research and development projects in the region. All
this data provided insight into aspects of farming systems and economic relationships
encountered during fieldwork but which could not be explored competently by the
author: For example, the history of now-defunct development interventions briefly
mentioned by farmers and local government officials could be reconstructed from these
sources, as could the technical parameters of Mekong Delta shrimp farming practices that
differ from international standard practices or that encounter locally specific
environmental challenges that are not accounted for in the English-language literature.
Finally, while conducting fieldwork in Cà Mau and Sóc Trăng provinces,
provincial libraries, statistics departments, and bookstores were visited and materials on
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provincial history, geography, and statistics were collected. From those two provinces’
Statistics Departments statistical yearbooks were obtained, for the year 2007 in Sóc
Trăng and for 2000, 2004, 2006 and 2007 for Cà Mau. Several books on the two
provinces’ history and geography were bought or photocopied as well. Between these
sources, timelines of major events and a quantitative sketch of trends in land use and
production were constructed.
Description of research process
Of the Mekong Delta’s 13 provinces, seven are coastal, and all of those have
some area practicing shrimp aquaculture. The coastal delta encompasses many different
combinations of landforms, settlement patterns, farming systems, and infrastructures that
make up its landscapes, including marked differences in the way shrimp farming is
practiced across the region. Research site selection was driven by an interest in choosing
locations that were broadly representative of this diversity, operationalized along two
principal axes of difference among shrimp aquaculture systems: Intensive versus
extensive and monocultural versus rotational or polycultural ones. A balance of research
sites directly bordering the sea and located further inland was also sought, as well as
locations near the Mekong Delta’s eight major outfalls to the sea and sites in the Cà Mau
peninsula and along the Gulf of Thailand distant from the main river channels. Due to the
opportunity costs of travel and the lengthy process of securing research permission from
each province, selecting the smallest possible number of provinces to capture this
diversity was important.
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Initially, three provinces were selected by the author for research: Cà Mau, the
southernmost of Việt Nam’s provinces and the largest shrimp producer by area and
production volume, but with an almost entirely extensive culture system; Bạc Liêu,
another major shrimp producer with large-scale intensive shrimp farming development;
and Bến Tre, located in the midst of several Mekong distributaries with a smaller salinityaffected area. Permission to work in Bạc Liêu and Bến Tre was denied the author by
those provincial governments. Advisors at Cần Thơ University, while never given any
explicit reason for this rejection, explained to the author “those provinces are less open to
foreigners than most … especially to Americans.” 2
Subsequently, research permission was applied for and granted by Cà Mau and
Sóc Trăng provinces. These two provinces are among the largest shrimp producers in the
delta, and exhibited differing trends in the sector’s development: Cà Mau’s relative lack
of intensification but huge area in production, and Sóc Trăng, with the largest area in
intensive shrimp aquaculture in all of Việt Nam and the largest region where rice/shrimp
farming is practiced. Both provinces had developed networks of input suppliers and
shrimp processing and exporting companies that could be interviewed in the course of
fieldwork with aquaculture producers.

2

My advisors said that Bến Tre, in particular, was as an ‘unrepresentative’ Delta province. It is perhaps not
coincidental that this province was among the Delta’s most strongly Communist during the Việt Nam wars,
and subject to intensive bombardment and land and naval attacks by American forces. An experienced
international researcher later described Cà Mau, Bạc Liêu and Bến Tre to the author as the most politically
‘hardline’ and ‘Communist’ delta provinces, which in his experience limited foreign researchers’ activities.
By contrast, Sóc Trăng, Hậu Giang and Trà Vinh provinces, each of which had a mixed political history,
were regarded by international and Vietnamese researchers alike at MDI as the most open. As the poorest
provinces in the delta, these three could also be called ‘project provinces,’ with a large number of NGOs
and international development agencies present that no doubt facilitate greater familiarity with foreign
researchers.

75

Two districts in each province and one commune in each of those districts were
selected for fieldwork, which would be carried out primarily with the cooperation of
commune-level People’s Committees and commune agriculture and fisheries extension
personnel. In Cà Mau, the southern part of Trần Văn Thời district, where extensive
shrimp farming is carried out in relatively fresh water conditions, and the western side of
Đầm Dơi, a coastal district now almost exclusively devoted to shrimp monoculture, were
chosen. In Sóc Trăng, Mỹ Xuyên, where rice/shrimp farming is (in principle) the
predominant farming system in about half the district, and Vĩnh Châu, a coastal zone
where intensive shrimp is widespread, were chosen for fieldwork. Following an initial
visit to Cà Mau in May 2008 to explain the project and secure research permissions, a
shortage of available research assistants prevented returning to the field until September,
when interviewing and PRAs in Cà Mau were completed. Only one significant problem
was encountered, in that memos from the provincial People’s Committee did not arrive to
the Đầm Dơi District Committee before the research team’s arrival, delaying our progress
as we shuttled red-stamped papers on the back of a motorcycle between Cà Mau City and
Đầm Dơi for several days. This delay resulted in one PRA exercise and three shrimp
farmer interviews being cut from our schedule.
In October and November, fieldwork was undertaken in Sóc Trăng, meeting one
complication due to the author’s error in choosing a commune for research. Upon
arriving in Mỹ Xuyên town, district officials informed us that the commune I’d chosen
was a rice monoculture area behind salinity-control dikes, with hardly any shrimp
farming; correcting this error to work in an appropriate commune required refiling our
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research request with Cần Thơ University, then with Sóc Trăng province, and finally Mỹ
Xuyên district. As a result, about a week of research time was lost, resulting in only one
farmer interview being completed in Mỹ Xuyên as PRAs were prioritized as the most
productive use of our limited time in that area.
Provincial and district officials were the gatekeepers to the field, causing me
many long, tense minutes of reflection sitting in their air-conditioned meeting rooms
looking back at Uncle Hồ’s image beaming down at me, but commune government staff,
especially their highly under-resourced and stretched-thin extension officers, were the
people who actually facilitated the work. Some research days were cancelled due to their
work schedules, but in all cases these officers made up for such delays by working longer
hours or on weekends to see that we met our objectives, and were otherwise quite
flexible, reasonable, and personable in their interactions with the research team, making
fieldwork a productive and enjoyable experience.
It was these extension officers, as well as commune People’s Committee Vicechairmen we also worked with, that ultimately chose research participants for this project.
Upon meeting with commune officials for the first time, the research team provided our
local hosts with a tentative schedule of fieldwork activities we intended to achieve in that
commune, usually over a five to eight day visit. The standard schedule was a day or a
half day of initial interviews with commune officials, generally a talk with the People’s
Committee representative for agriculture and fisheries and another with the commune’s
extension officer or officers. At least three PRAs were attempted in each commune where
fieldwork was done, each of which took a half day to set up and complete. The choice of
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PRA locations and participants was finalized by commune extension officers acting in
concert with the research team’s request to visit a different hamlet in the commune for
each PRA and to interview groups of shrimp farmers representative of the types of
farmers and locales in the commune. In some places, this meant conducting one PRA
with wealthier farmers and another with poorer ones, while elsewhere PRAs were done
with farmers organized into farmer clubs, among investor-operators of larger, intensive
ponds or with household producers in another part of the commune working smaller plots
with family labor.
Between official interviews and PRAs, then, two to three research days were
typically spent. The remainder of time in each commune was spent in conducting semistructured interviews, following general guidelines for selecting research participants
given by the research team to local extension staff. Depending on the idiosyncrasies of
the area, observations by the researchers driving around the locality, and recent success
or failure in interviewing particular types of subjects (such as shrimp fry dealers or
shrimp collectors), emphasis in securing interviews shifted during research to different
businesses in the sector. A typical four days of interviewing included between twelve and
fifteen distinct interviews in all, each lasting about an hour on site with an extra hour of
travel, setup, and often tea or alcohol following the interview making up the entire
process. During a round of fieldwork, the researchers sought between four and five
interviews with shrimp farmers, often individuals identified during PRA exercises as
especially knowledgeable, experienced, or representative of a larger group of local
producers (say, farmers with economic difficulties, or those successful in intensifying
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shrimp production). With the exception of Mỹ Xuyên where research permission
complications greatly reduced available research time, at least three shrimp farmers were
interviewed in each of the four research sites for this study.
Because of this project’s concern with the commodity chains of shrimp
production in the Mekong Delta, interviews were sought with a variety of businesses in
the shrimp sector. The diversity of these types of businesses meant that only a small
number of interviews could be conducted with each category if all the categories were to
be sampled. In the small urban centers of the coastal Mekong Delta are large numbers of
outlets selling various inputs to production like shrimp fry / larvae, agri-chemicals and
fertilizers, as well as several distinct types of shrimp buyers, distinguished by their
volume of turnover and style of buying, from a few kilos at the pond-side to truckloads of
thousands of kilos at a time delivered direct to the processor. We were able to incorporate
interviews with these businesses into our fieldwork visits and sought between six and
eight total interviews with the owners of such enterprises during each visit. A typical
range of interviews were two shrimp fry dealers, if possible who sold different brands of
larvae, two shrimp buyers - if possible one ‘collector’ or small-scale buyer and one
‘dealer’ or ‘wholesaler’ who bought more and worked more as a middleman than a direct
buyer - and two ‘other’ businesses, the composition of which varied considerably by
location. In extensive shrimp farming zones, the agri-chemical input business was a
general hardware and feed store-type operation, selling generic agricultural inputs like
zeolite, agricultural lime, NPK fertilizer, and some basic shrimp aquaculture aids like
vitamin supplements. Where more intensive shrimp farming was predominant, especially

79
in Vĩnh Châu district, more specialized businesses selling only shrimp farming inputs, or
a particular kind of product like pro-biotic microbial cultures for pond treatment, shrimp
disease diagnostic tests or a certain brand of manufactured shrimp feed were the norm. In
Vĩnh Châu, more emphasis was placed on conducting interviews with these kinds of
businesses so as to have some record of these more ‘outlier’ operations in the shrimp
economy.
Interviews with local business outlets could be arranged on little or no notice in
the field through the help of our hosts, but engaging with the largest businesses in the
Mekong Delta shrimp industry, the processors/exporters, and professional institutions
supporting the industry like the Vietnamese Association of Seafood Exporters and
Processors (VASEP), the trade association of Việt Nam’s seafood industry, and the
Research Institute for Aquaculture (RIA) #2, required more a formal approach.
Introductory letters were sent out to eight of the largest shrimp processors in Cà Mau and
Sóc Trăng, of which five were willing to grant an interview. Some interviews were
conducted during the main periods of fieldwork, the remainder in late November and
December 2008 during follow-up visits to those provinces. In most cases, we met with a
middle manager in charge of purchasing or exports, and asked more in-depth questions
on that part of the business within our general interview script. In one instance, through a
serendipitous introduction to one processing plant’s general manager, we got a more
comprehensive interview with this person as well as an invitation to meet one of their
major buyers, the country representative of a Japanese importer making up 10% of that
country’s large shrimp market. Later interviews were conducted with this importer, the
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Vice-Chairman of VASEP, and officials at the RIA #2 in Hồ Chí Minh City during a
final research tour in December 2008.
Data analysis
The broad range of data sources collected for this study posed challenges and
provided opportunities for triangulating findings among that diversity of information.
Several methods were employed to process this data so as to merge or compare different
sources into coherent and reliable narratives about change in the coastal Mekong Delta
related to the development of the shrimp industry there.
Interview and PRA data, following initial checks during fieldwork by the research
team for consistency and accuracy, was compiled and translated into English, then coded
according to the type of respondent, the location of respondents, and by question,
allowing for comparison of answers between respondents and typologizing answers into
more general categories. Hand-drawn figures from the PRA data were reproduced in an
electronic format and where appropriate, data from several PRAs conducted in a single
district were merged into composite figures like historical event timelines and cropping
calendars. In all, some 57,000 words of interview transcripts in English and 11,000 of
PRA transcripts were generated.
Collected newspaper articles were reread after the conclusion of fieldwork, types
of data were identified and spreadsheets were used to record those data by date and
newspaper. Eighteen different codes were used to record newspaper data, from the area,
price and yield of shrimp and rice, to the prevalence of shrimp disease, prices of inputs,
agricultural credit, and local infrastructure. In a similar fashion, statistical data compiled

81

from provincial yearbooks and other sources were recorded in a spreadsheet format that
allowed easy comparison with other sources.
With these multiple data sources available in comparable formats, organized by
theme and by date, it becomes possible to triangulate one data point drawn from any of
those sources with other points from other sources, strengthening the validity of results
with supportive evidence obtained from independent sources. This is of particular
importance given the small number of direct research interactions and minimal time spent
in the field, making data verification a crucial hurdle for this project. For instance, during
an interview or PRA exercise, someone may say that ‘farmers here abandoned growing
rice/shrimp around 2002-04’ or ‘shrimp prices are really low and unstable now. When we
started, prices were double what we’re getting today.’ One method of checking such data
is from other interviews or PRA, but in many instances several observations of the same
fact were not available, or else answers diverged or contradicted each other. Further,
something true in one place, among one group of people, may not hold true for others
elsewhere. Thus, having multiple data sources to check any claim from multiple angles
was of great value and the data matrix constructed from the sources compiled for this
study often provided such triangulational backup. Instances where this has been useful
include providing quantitative support for qualitative assertions about the direction and
magnitude of land use and economic change, like in providing numbers to demonstrate
the rapidity and extent of the conversion from rice cropping to shrimp aquaculture in
certain districts, or indicating over a decade the evolving trend in the ratio between rice
and shrimp prices. In some cases multiple data sources qualified or moderated claims,
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sometimes they amplified them, and while quantitative data was useful to provide more
official and longer-term support for many people’s assertions, qualitative data was also
illustrative of the meaning, causes, or consequences of numerical data. By drawing on
these diverse sources and putting them into conversation with each other, some striking
trends could be documented that were not evident from any single angle. For instance,
changes in commodity prices and land use were compiled from hundreds of newspaper
articles, then merged with statistical yearbook data, to provide a more or less continuous
record going back a decade at a provincial and district scale. This quantitative data was
then linked with answers to questions about changes to the local environment and
farming systems drawn from interviews and PRAs, and overarching patterns, lingering
questions, and particular exceptions became readily apparent, allowing for a much richer
picture of the dynamics of change that made outliers in any data source stand out for
more careful review, and in some cases qualified or left out of findings for a lack of
corroboration.
Empirical findings
In 2008 shrimp prices in Việt Nam fell dramatically, causing a severe economic
crisis in the shrimp farming sector. This crisis was affected by the global food, energy
and financial crises of that year, and the coming on of the global recession that reduced
demand for imported foods like shrimp in high-income markets like the U.S., Japan and
the EU. In Việt Nam, one manifestation of these forces was a severe credit crunch
affecting agricultural lending, as the national anti-inflation policy of high interest rates
meant interest rates rose strongly or became unavailable.
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The crisis affected shrimp farmers most severely because they could not displace
their losses onto other value chain actors. Farmers faced rapidly rising input costs,
particularly diesel fuel, shrimp feed, and veterinary medicines, while shrimp larvae fell in
price due to increasing supply and competition in that sub-sector as producers reduced
their stocking densities. At the same time, growers received record low sales prices,
especially in the second half of the year, making for a severe cost-price squeeze. The
crisis had effects through the entire regional value chain, such as slower sales in the input
and shrimp larvae dealer sectors and a short-term shrinking of markets for
processors/exports and longer-term concerns about future supply shortages if farmers
stopped or greatly reduced the intensity of shrimp culture.
Farmers responded to falling shrimp prices by reducing extensifying production
and investment, such as reducing stocking density, feeding quantity, and use of fertilizers,
pond preparation chemicals and veterinary materials. Several trends of on-farm
diversification were also evident. Some producers, namely those with the greatest
financial resources, have converted over to growing the higher-profit but higher
investment cost Penaeus vannamei (Pacific white) shrimp, following on the pilot
legalization of this species in selected areas in the coastal Mekong Delta. Other semiintensive and intensive farmers in year-round salt-water environments changed to raising
cá kèo (Elongated goby or Pseudapocryptes elongates) but this option also required a
capitalization of production beyond what most producers could achieve, especially in the
prevailing recessional and high-inflation conditions. A rush to growing salt-water finfish
like cá kèo, destined for the limited and easily oversaturated domestic Vietnamese
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market, was a risk that many producers did not wish to take. Lastly, in the brackish-water
intermediate zones of the coastal delta, the resurgence of rice farming in off-season
shrimp ponds continued and quickened its pace, returning the crop to districts and
communes that had abandoned rice/shrimp culture just a few years prior. Rather than
making any precipitous change to their farming systems, most shrimp producers kept
farming shrimp but reduced their costs as much as possible, hedging themselves against
further risks and waiting to see what the market would be like in the next season. As
events unfolded, in 2009 shrimp prices remained low but recovered somewhat later in the
year, in part because of shortages due to the extensification of many farms and because
many intensive growers had shut down completely in the first half of that year.
The history of land use in the shrimp farming regions studied in this dissertation is
varies considerably, but reflects an historical conversion of mangrove or melaleuca
swamp, reed and sedge marshlands or other non-agricultural land uses to long-season,
single crop rainfed rice farming, in some locations as recently as 1975-80 in parts of Đầm
Dơi and Vĩnh Châu districts, much earlier (19th, early 20th Century) in long-settled areas
like Mỹ Xuyên and Trần Văn Thời. These farming systems were converted to high
yielding, double rice cropping between 1990-1998 as the completion of local salinitycontrol infrastructures allowed the retention of rainfall and exclusion of dry season saline
water intrusion.
Between 1998-2001 land use and farming systems changed radically in all these
areas. The liberalization of land use policy under national government Decision NQCP/09 of 2000, allowing a shift from rice farming to shrimp aquaculture and the related
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restructuring or abandonment of water infrastructures intended for rice cropping.
Problems of acid-sulfate soils, residual salt, and seasonal lack of fresh water in the coastal
zone caused low and unstable rice yields and consequently very low returns to farmers.
Thus, conversion to shrimp farming represented a considerable improvement to producer
incomes and was widely popular. Compounding these incentives for conversion were
ephemeral commodity price trends prevailing in 1999-2000, namely the lowest rice prices
seen in a decade and very high shrimp prices, making the conversion to shrimp appear
much more lucrative than long-term price trends would bear out. Overall, post-war
extensification of rice farming in the coastal Mekong Delta changed brackish and salt
water ecologies into diked fresh water areas that returned to more saline, less actively
managed water conditions with shrimp farming.
While most shrimp producers began with extensive shrimp farming models,
producers who were initially financially successful and in areas more advantageous to
year-round shrimp production and where credit was more easily accessed were able to
convert to improved extensive and semi-intensive in 2003-05. Elsewhere, and among
producers suffering crop losses in the early years following land use conversion,
extensive systems have remained dominant. The trend of intensification stopped in 2007
and in 2008 farming system extensification was occurring. Rice-shrimp rotational
systems were intended for much of the coastal Mekong Delta but were quickly
abandoned or never attempted in Đầm Dơi, Vĩnh Châu, and other areas very near the sea
or otherwise heavily salinized since 2000. However, rice-shrimp has survived in Trần
Văn Thời, Mỹ Xuyên, and some other areas with some period of significant fresh water
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input and infrastructures geared to supporting a fresh water crop during the year have
been maintained. After a trend of increasing abandonment of rice in shrimp farming
systems from 2001-2005, with an abortive attempt at reversal in 2004 that ended in
disastrous crop failure due to that year’s El Niño-induced drought, rice-shrimp is reemerging in those areas where it was abandoned several years ago. In highly saline areas,
farming systems remain almost entirely extensive shrimp farming with pockets of
intensive production and an overall trend towards reduced intensity because of
unfavorable input and output prices.
Present-day land uses and farming systems in shrimp farming areas affect the
possibilities for change in the future. For example, reconversion to fresh water
environments for rice production in presently saline districts of the Cà Mau peninsula is
impractical because of salt buildup in the soil since conversion in 2000. Such
concentrations of salt, which inhibit rice growth, would presumably take years to flush
out with the limited available fresh water, essentially from seasonal monsoon rains, and
during the reconversion period neither shrimp nor fresh-water crops could be grown
effectively. Despite the severe problems facing shrimp production in 2008, local officials
in these zones saw no way of returning to rice or fruit production because of the salinity,
nor an interest in reconversion due to their earlier experience of low incomes in fresh
water farming systems and improvements to income since the advent of shrimp. Even as
they cannot go backwards to earlier farming systems, most producers cannot go forward
because they lack the money to intensify shrimp production and there are few alternative
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salt water farming systems in existence that could allow diversification away from shrimp
monoculture.
In boundary areas between fresh and salt water zones, as in Mỹ Xuyên and Trần
Văn Thời districts, conversion from one system or another is more readily reversible, and
farming systems exhibit much more instability. In such areas, farming systems
diversification and flexibility to cope with commodity price changes and environmental
shocks is higher. High shrimp prices in years past caused people to abandon rice/shrimp
for shrimp monoculture, but the reversal of commodity price trends in favor of rice since
2005-6 has been reflected in a move back to rice/shrimp for many of these lands.
Many coconut tree stumps, coconut trunks used as footbridges and pilings,
standing dead coconut palms and withered and unfruiting live trees were observed in late
2008 in coastal areas heavily affected by salinity intrusion. Statistical data confirms a
considerable drop, in some districts by more than half, in coconut acreage around the land
conversion of 2000. Local people explained the loss or cutting of coconuts as due to
changes in salinity and their declining usefulness as coconut prices fell to very low levels
in the late 1990s. An outbreak of coconut beetles around 2000-02 also harmed
productivity, although farmers may have been less interested in treating their palms as
they were abandoning or disinvesting from coconut production in these same years. Most
coconut orchards in the provinces of the Southern Mekong Delta, especially Cà Mau
province, were established in the 1980s as an export crop to the Eastern Bloc. Supported
prices and institutional support for coconuts were withdrawn following the fall of the
Soviet Union, and in the late 1990s adverse international market trends meant that these
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now-aging plantings did not return considerable surpluses to rural producers and were
particularly vulnerable to loss by intentional destruction or neglect as saline water was
introduced into the fields they grew in, increasing salt concentrations in the soil beyond
the point at the trees could bear fruit or even survive.
Shrimp farming is practiced in a wide range of systems in the coastal Mekong
Delta. These correspond roughly to the official categories of traditional extensive,
improved extensive, improved high yielding extensive, semi-intensive and intensive, but
many variations exist within and outside these categories. Likewise, many combinations
or multi-cropping systems exist in shrimp farming such as rice/shrimp (rotational),
shrimp and rice (simultaneous or polyculture), shrimp-fish, shrimp and fish, shrimp-salt,
shrimp-salt and artemia, and mangrove forest and shrimp. There exists a broad range of
combinations of different shrimp farming practices, densities of larvae stocking, pond
preparation, crops grown on pond banks and levee tops, and feeding and chemical inputs
that vary based on several factors. One factor is capital – those with more money tend to
have more intensive systems, and regions with more capital available for shrimp farming
from investors, banks, and government tend to have more intensive systems. At a broad
level of approximation, Sóc Trăng shrimp producers have been able to access more
capital than those in Cà Mau, even though Sóc Trăng remained a poorer province per
capita throughout the period of the shrimp industry’s development. The smaller land area
devoted to shrimp farming in Sóc Trăng and that provincial government’s more favorable
policies towards agricultural credit, commercial banking, and private investors are the
principal reasons for this disparity. Another factor in farming system type and intensity is
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experience and knowledge – those with more of both tend to have more intensive systems
and more capability of operating rotational and polycultural systems successfully.
Experience is positively correlated with knowledge – producers with more years of
experience in shrimp farming tend to gain expertise in the practice by trial and error,
learning from neighbors and extension personnel. A third factor are geographical /
ecological differences - regional differences in hydrologic regime, soil profiles, and water
control infrastructures and their historical development, all of which affect the trajectories
of change in shrimp farming systems, and profound differences can be seen from district
to district or even commune to commune in how shrimp production is done.
The yearly calendar for extensive shrimp farming is much more flexible than for
semi-intensive or rice/shrimp systems. In the former system, farmers introduce shrimp
larvae towards the end of the rainy season and add them in small quantities each month
for four to five months. By this time, the first shrimp introduced should be ready for
harvest, and for another four to five months selective harvests are done until the last of
the shrimp is taken out as the rainy season returns. During the two or three months at the
height of the rainy season in summer, when salinity is lowest and risks highest from
environmental stress, farmers prepare their ponds, stop growing shrimp or else greatly
reduce stocking density or stock fresh water fish species. In this calendar, the costs of
production are spread out over several months as is income, important because extensive
shrimp farmers tend to be rather poor and lack other income sources through the year.
The staggering of costs and incomes through the year prevents bottlenecks in household
budgets by providing some revenue in most months, but is not intended to overcome
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labor bottlenecks – extensive shrimp is less labor-intensive than prior cropping systems
like rice growing, and extensive farming households face considerable underemployment
or disguised unemployment, especially given the limited off-farm or non-farm
employment in the coastal Mekong Delta.
Rice/shrimp farmers flush out salinity during the first month or two of the rainy
season. Rice is then transplanted or directly seeded into the desalinized shrimp pond and
harvested three to four months later, at which time they reintroduce salt water and
prepare the rice field for shrimp production by ditching the field perimeter and repairing
the dikes. This system allows one crop of rice and one of shrimp per year. This system
has less ‘slack time’ than traditional extensive farming or a single rice crop as shrimp and
rice have distinctive and opposing environmental requirements that must be transitioned
twice a year by the farmer. One possible benefit reported by interviewed rice-shrimp
farmers is that the change in environments reduces pests by destroying the conditions for
their growth after each season. The use of pesticides on the rice crop is also considerably
reduced in rice/shrimp systems due to the toxicity of pesticide residues in the soil on
shrimp, making those farmers very reticent to spray such chemicals on their rice-shrimp
fields.
Control over the shrimp pond environment varies according by farming system.
Extensive farmers have the least control over the pond environment. They prepare ponds
for a new season by adding a small amount of agricultural lime to pond water as a pH
buffer, pumping water into the pond sparingly and if possible when they believe the
water is free of contamination and of appropriate salinity and pH, and cutting weeds out
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from the pond. Some extensive farmers drain and dry their ponds after the season to add
additional lime as a sanitizer, while others keep them filled but stock them with fresh
water fish like tilapia during the rainy season when shrimp production is greatly curtailed.
Extensive farmers suffer greater losses from shrimp disease and environmental stress due
to changes in their ponds they can neither control nor mitigate. Dry northwestern winds
in the dry season can cool pond water and trigger disease onset while heavy rains at the
start or peak of the rainy season can change pond pH and salinity, shocking the shrimp
and weaken their disease resistance. Extensive producers also use unfiltered or minimally
filtered canal water that contains many wild shrimp, crab and fish larvae that can
introduce pathogens into the pond (but also represent an additional source of income).
The author observed the presence of greasyback shrimp and banana prawns
(Metapenaeus ensis and Fenneropenaeus merguiensis) derived from wild larvae mixed in
with introduced black tiger shrimp (Penaeus monodon) in extensive grow-out ponds,
confirming with farmers that some 10% of the shrimp in those ponds came in with the
water.
Intensive farmers can control the pond environment much more carefully due to
their use of large quantities of pond treatment chemicals that buffer environmental
changes in the water and soil and better bio-security measures such as limiting water
exchange with surrounding canals and creeks. While such producers can operate
essentially year-round, they have in recent years increasingly avoided production during
the peak of the rainy season to prevent crop losses. In the past many intensive growers
made two shrimp crops a year, but due to government advice and bad experiences with
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double-cropping most have returned to single-cropping in a season that lasts between four
to six months of the year.
Shrimp diseases are managed by producers in part through the above-mentioned
pond preparation measures to prevent the conditions that promote disease occurrence.
The purchase of shrimp fry (larvae) is also important. Shrimp farmers can buy seed from
a wide variety of local outlets that market the fry produced by larger hatcheries. The
major differences in shrimp fry are their origin, primarily either Mekong Delta or Central
Việt Nam, and the reputation of the parent companies for quality. Central Vietnamese
shrimp seed is more expensive and considered better quality by some, although serious
quality problems exist for shrimp fry from both regions and the Mekong Delta’s hatchery
sector has, in some ways, improved its performance over the past decade. Most farmers
check seed quality by visual inspection only while some use ‘challenge tests’ with a
solution of formalin. Such tests can detect shrimp in a state of general poor health but
cannot check for the presence of pathogens, especially the most serious viral diseases
affecting shrimp which require expensive genetic tests that only the very wealthiest
shrimp farmers can afford. Many extensive shrimp farmers rotate between buying
Mekong Delta and Central Vietnamese shrimp larvae believing that this will prevent
diseases, or else after a disease incident they change their source of larvae. Farmers are
also strongly encouraged by aquaculture extension staff to follow standard procedures for
shrimp farming and to not overstock their ponds with too many shrimp seed to reduce
disease risks. In the past, and to a point at present, some shrimp farmers overstocked
because shrimp prices were high, leading to higher disease risks. In 2008-09, with prices
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so low and input costs so high, many farmers used less agricultural lime and other pond
treatment measures in addition to reducing their fry stocking density.
Apart from attempting to prevent the introduction of disease to the pond, farmers
treat diseases in their shrimp ponds with chemicals such as iodine, agricultural lime, and
vitamins - antibiotics and pro-biotics are also used but less frequently, the former
declining due to bans in export markets and strong discouragement from processors, the
latter increasing in use but primarily by intensive growers. Farmers can sometimes treat
bacterial and fungal disease if they catch the problem early, but in many cases diseases
aren’t detected in time, and viral diseases have no effective treatments, so in such cases
farmers immediately harvest their ponds then either reintroduce more larvae or else drain
the pond, reflood it and reintroduce shrimp (either immediately or in the next growing
season). Extensive farmers tend to simply restock, while for intensive growers the costs
of complete pond repreparation are prohibitive and thus the season may be abandoned
altogether.
Black tiger shrimp in the ponds of some interviewed farmers were suffering from
slow growth in 2008. Farmers and local officials who reported slow growth to the author
said they did not know the cause. While these people acknowledged slow growth had
been a problem in the past, they said the problem was now more generalized and more
severe, as black tigers were taking far longer to reach marketable size than in years past –
a difference between a three to four month season in 2001 to six or more months in 2008.
There are several possible causes for this condition. One is MBV, a virus widely present
(at least 50% of larvae sampled by veterinary authorities in 2008) in shrimp larvae sold in
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the Mekong Delta and that can cause slow growth in monodon. However, this virus has
been present in the regional industry at high levels throughout its history. Thus another
possible but unproven cause is Monodon Slow Growth Syndrome (MSGS), believed to
be related to a different viral pathogen (the Liem-Singh virus). The combination of
greater environmental stress and multiple infections by MBV and other viruses is likely
the general cause of the slow growth problem encountered by many farmers in 2008.
Further, the likely vector for the Liem-Singh virus to enter the Vietnamese shrimp
farming sector, p. vannamei shrimp aquaculture, is expanding into the Mekong Delta. In
fact, slow growth in monodon (black tiger) shrimp is now a primary reason for switching
to vannamei for semi-intensive and intensive farmers. However, extensive farmers do not
have this option as the economics of vannamei production are such that it is only costeffective at high intensities, making monodon still the only shrimp species available for
the large majority of Mekong Delta producers.
The principal firms in the production network of shrimp exports in the Mekong
Delta consist of farmers, small buyers (collectors), wholesalers, and processors/exporters.
There are supplementary commodity chains supplying inputs to the industry consisting of
chemical companies, distributors and outlets, shrimp fry hatcheries and fry dealers. The
sale and transport of harvested shrimp is organized through a different set of firms in the
shrimp sector, differentiated by firm size, client base, and selling strategy. The poorest
shrimp farmers with the smallest production volume sell to collectors who buy at the
lowest prices. Farmers with higher volumes bring shrimp to local buyers in district
capitals, while some of the largest shrimp producers sell directly to processors on
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contract. While a few processors are cooperating with intensive shrimp producers to sell
subsidized feed and other inputs in exchange for guaranteed markets and close
inspections of quality, mostly transactions operate through the open market, although
those transactions are mediated by long-term personal relationships among participants.
While processors and foreign importers were afraid low prices would cause a
shortage of shrimp in the near future or the wrong mix of shrimp species and sizes for
their markets’ needs, they were not in late 2008 able or willing to offer higher prices to
the producer. The widely-promoted government program of ‘Linking the Four Houses’
(Farmers, Business, Government and Science) to meet the crises facing agriculture and
aquaculture production was considered a good idea by many interviewed for this study
but has been unrealized in practice and is considered unrealistic or naïve by some in the
industry. Cooperation does exist among many actors of the production network, for
example shrimp farmers cooperate informally or through farmers’ clubs to share
experience and knowledge about farming practices and problems, but these efforts lack
technical and financial support and do not extend to bulking their harvests together to
compete for higher prices or (generally) buying inputs together at cheaper prices. (Only
in one instance was a shrimp farming cooperative, consisting of the most intensive
producers in one district of Ca Mau, found to be selling shrimp and buying inputs in
common). Farmers and input suppliers cooperate by way of credit and technical
assistance – without credit, either from the local agricultural bank or with the suppliers,
most farmers could not begin production each year – but this cooperation is likewise
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highly circumscribed and vulnerable to price fluctuations, in which case farmers are left
without credit as input suppliers pull back to protect themselves from financial risk.
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APPENDIX A. TRAJECTORIES OF LAND USE AND FARMING SYSTEMS
CHANGE IN THE COASTAL MEKONG DELTA OF VIỆT NAM
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Abstract
Land use and farming systems in the coastal Mekong Delta have changed profoundly in
recent years, most notably in the post-2000 conversion from rice and other fresh-water
cropping systems to salt-water shrimp farming, intensification of shrimp through the mid2000s, and the extensification of production during the 2008-09 economic crisis. Using
concepts drawn from the resilience literature, it is argued that different places across the
coastal delta exhibit distinct trajectories of landscape change that have augmented or
undermined their adaptability to economic and environmental shocks. While some areas
have become effectively ‘locked in’ to shrimp farming due to changes initiated by
conversion to salt-water aquaculture, others have remained more flexible, retaining the
ability to rotate rice and shrimp crops seasonally. Areas where formal and informal
networks to obtain capital are more developed have seen widespread adoption of semiintensive and intensive shrimp farming, while most locales remain in extensive
production. Hydrologic conditions, water infrastructures, and accumulated farmer
experience all contribute to the path-dependence of these change trajectories, but
commodity price trends exhibit the strongest influence on the overall direction of change
pathways. Farming systems innovation, land-use planning, and infrastructural
development promise to improve the resilience and productivity of primary production in
the coastal Mekong Delta, but have been undermined in the past by price volatility
encouraging abrupt shifts in land use. The effectiveness of such efforts could be
augmented by commodity price stabilization so as to make prices a sustaining, ‘slow’
variable in system change, not a disruptive ‘fast’ one.
There is broad agreement among researchers of human/environmental interaction
that many contemporary patterns of Land Use/Cover Change (LUCC) cause landscapes
to lose their usefulness to social groups, heighten vulnerability to natural and socioeconomic hazards, and alter key aspects of system functioning such that returning to prior
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conditions, or even deviating from a trajectory of further landscape degradation, can be
difficult to impossible. This has made understanding and managing pathways of land
transition a research priority and practical challenge (Turner et al. 2003; Lambin and
Geist 2006; Turner et al. 2007).
Yet, accounting for the patterns of landscape transformation recorded in LUCC
research has proven difficult because the drivers of change are multiple, complicated and
interconnected factors (Turner et al. 1994; Lambin et al. 2001; Geist and Lambin 2002)
like biophysical conditions and processes (Lu et al. 2002; Moran et al. 2000), practices of
land users (Kepe and Scoones 1999; Rocheleau et al. 2001), institutional arrangements
governing resource use (Moran and Ostrom 2005; Tucker et al. 2007; Jepson et al. 2010),
and macro-economic and political pressures (Blaikie and Brookfield 1987; Hecht and
Cockburn 1989; Robbins 2001; MacLeod and Moller 2006).
Further, ecological systems can maintain themselves in a range of alternative
stable states (Botkin 1990; Beisner et al. 2003; Suding and Hobbs 2009), such that drivers
of LUCC can affect a multiplicity of possible transitions, changes subject to feedbacks
that may reinforce a given state or push systems into new configurations (Briske et al.
2005; Verburg 2006). Disturbances can shift systems within a range of configurations
while retaining their overall characteristics, but they can also give rise to a new landscape
with different properties that prevent reversion to prior conditions, a process known as
hysteresis (Westoby et al. 1989; Carpenter 2003; Suding and Hobbs 2009:271).
As a result of these dynamics, land change processes occur unevenly in time and space
through complex trajectories (Kepe and Scoones 1999; Vagen 2006), with sometimes
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surprising outcomes. Population growth, often blamed for deforestation, is sometimes
positively associated with forest recovery and expansion (Fairhead and Leach 1998;
Nyssen et al. 2009). Intensified cropping, fire, and herbivory in semi-arid savannas can
but does not necessarily lead to desertification; in fact, more wooded landscapes may
result (Bassett and Zueli 2000; Robbins 2001). The loss of primary forests in and near
some Mesoamerican nature reserves yields not only extensive ranching, but also
emergent ecologies composed of several types of secondary successional forest
(Flamenco-Sandoval et al. 2007). Such forests appear to sustain some plant and animal
species of conservation concern while endangering others (Vester et al. 2007). Variations
in the grazing intensity, burning, and manuring of South African grasslands produce
patches of species of varying usefulness and persistence; some patches, once established,
can sustain heavy use by livestock, while others readily succeed into poor fodder grasses
that require long fallows and fertilization to become productive again (Kepe and Scoones
1999).
Such heterogeneity in the directions and consequences of LUCC pose some
compelling questions. What combinations of factors cause some places to follow a
certain trajectory of change, while others take a different route? Why do some
human/natural systems undergoing change retain their essential system functions and
adaptability to new pressures, while others follow change pathways that are difficult to
reverse, narrowing their range of future possibilities? Lastly, how can people improve the
chances that land change will lead to feedbacks of stronger resilience instead of
deepening degradation?
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This paper details divergent trajectories of land use and farming system change in
the coastal Mekong Delta of Việt Nam following the conversion of hundreds of
thousands of hectares from fresh-water rice, fruit, and fish production to salt-water
shrimp aquaculture. The work combines the interest of LUCC research in broadly-scaled
landscape change, methodological instruments derived from Farming Systems Research
(FSR) focused on the dynamics of producers and productive landscapes at the scale of the
individual plot, household, or rural community (Chambers 1997; Collinson 2000), and
the political ecology tradition, which traces networks linking human/environmental with
political-economic change (Zimmerer and Bassett 2003; Robbins 2004). The analysis
draws on Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) exercises and semi-structured interviews
with shrimp producers and local officials, statistical sources, journalism, rural
development reportage, and scientific studies of LUCC in the Mekong Delta to determine
land use and farming systems change there. The study examines the role of commodity
booms and busts, land use policy, environmental infrastructures, producer practices, and
ecological dynamics in land use conversion and farming system evolution, analyzing the
role of economic globalization in transforming coastal regions and the locally varying
consequences of such transformations.
Beginning with an overview of two delta provinces and a history of land use and
farming system change in the region, the article next conveys dramatic shifts in
production and landscape from the shrimp boom of 2000 to the economic crisis in 200809 in four shrimp farming localities. The next section orients those processes of
landscape evolution with concepts of ecological and institutional resilience and
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hysteresis, analyzing the degree to which each of the localities has been able to adapt to
changing environmental and market conditions. The final section evaluates these
trajectories of land change in light of differing approaches to fostering sustainability in
coastal regions like the Mekong Delta, highlighting the role of international commodity
markets as a driver of change.
This paper documents the magnitude, multiplicity, and rapidity of transformations
the coastal Mekong Delta has experienced in recent years. Conversion to shrimp farming
was driven by extraordinary and ephemeral commodity price trends simultaneous with
the liberalization of national land use policy. These political-economic drivers interacted
with varying local ecologies, infrastructural and institutional arrangements, and producer
practices to create very different emergent landscapes. The consequence has been
geographically differential vulnerability to economic and environmental shocks and
divergent possibilities for future change. Some places have become effectively locked
into shrimp production, while others have remained more flexible in their embrace of it.
By tracing which pathways of change led to what landscapes by what intermediate steps,
the study contributes to knowledge on coastal resilience, “…the extent to which a coast is
able to respond to external pressures without losing actual or potential functions” (Klein
et al. 1998:259).
LUCC / Farming Systems Change and Shrimp Aquaculture
The global expansion of shrimp aquaculture is associated with LUCC in many
coastal regions. Flaherty and Karnjanakesorn (1995) and Huitric et al. (2002) document
the large-scale conversion of Thai mangroves to shrimp farming and sequential
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abandonment and reestablishment of the industry in new coastal regions of that country.
Dewalt et al. (1996) and Stonich (1995) likewise record the expansion of shrimp
aquaculture into coastal forests and mud flats on the Honduran Gulf of Fonseca, as does
Cruz-Torres (2000) for Sonora and Sinaloa, Mexico. Shrimp expansion into coastal
agricultural regions has also been prevalent, as Ali (2006) and Karim (2006) document in
southern Bangladesh and Flaherty and Vandergeest (1998) and Flaherty et al. (1999,
2000) in Thailand. In the former case, salt-water aquaculture has progressively
undermined the production of rice and other crops in neighboring fields through water
and soil salinization. Later attempts to bring back rice farming in rotation with shrimp
achieved low yields due to the degradation of soil nutrients and increasing salinity and
acidity (Ali 2006). In the latter case, the Thai government banned low-salinity shrimp
farming in rice areas where the practice threatened to undermine rice productivity in the
surrounding area (Flaherty et al. 1999). Thai shrimp growers originally moved into those
inshore districts to escape disease epidemics occurring in the already-converted coastal
strip (Flaherty 2000; Szuster 2006), subsequently shifting back to the coast but investing
in greater intensification and water quality management to manage disease, increasing
costs significantly and cutting profit margins (Kasai et al. 2005).
Shrimp farming-derived LUCC engendered major changes in farming systems
that frequently did serious harm to the livelihoods of socio-economic groups like fishers,
forest product collectors and poor farmers (Bailey 1988; Crow and Sultana 2002; Stonich
1995; Ahmed 1997). In addition to degrading coastal resources like mangroves and water
quality, shrimp farming led to social conflicts stemming from the clashing resource uses
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and territorial claims of aquaculturalists and fishers and farmers (Ahmed 1997; Stonich
and Vandergeest 2001).
While driven by multinational corporate strategies (Goss et al. 2000; Lebel et al.
2008) and international commodity price trends, most notably very high prices in 19992000 following the destruction of as much as 25% of worldwide farmed shrimp
production by the white spot virus disease pandemic, the course of shrimp farming
development has varied widely by country and region (Ling et al. 1999; Lebel et al. 2002;
Hall 2003, 2004). Beginning as a highly intensive practice centered on Taiwan, the global
diffusion of shrimp aquaculture took diverse forms. In Central and South America,
production is controlled primarily by large-scale investor-growers (Luers et al. 2006;
Dewalt et al. 1996) while (at least initially) many Asian nations like Thailand, India, and
Việt Nam had a nominally small-holder, owner-operated shrimp farming sector
(Vandergeest et al. 1999; although see Goss et al. 2001). Over time, the sector has
consolidated and intensified, with small-scale producers largely disappearing – but not in
Vietnam’s Mekong Delta, where despite considerable divergence among regions and
producers, the majority of farms and between one-third and 50% of production by
volume remains in the hands of household producers.
The coastal Mekong Delta
The southernmost region of mainland Việt Nam, the Mekong Delta fronts on the
South China Sea to the southeast and the Gulf of Thailand to the west. Its coastal zone
encompasses those lands where surface water salinity is above 4‰, the boundary level
for harmful effects to rice cultivation, six or more months per year (NEDECO 1993;
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Figure One. Map of the Mekong Delta.
Tuan et al. 2007). Two provinces lying considerably or entirely in the coastal zone are Cà
Mau and Sóc Trăng (Figure One). Sóc Trăng borders on the Bassac (Hậu) River, whose
runoff strongly influences its hydrology during the rainy season between April and
November, when the river runs up to 7-8,000 m3/minute (Thông 2006:412), freshening
and raising water levels in the extensive canal networks running throughout the province.
By contrast, during the dry season the Bassac only flows past Sóc Trăng at 2-3,000
m3/minute, during which time sea water intrudes far inland. The interior of the province,
a depression of active and potential acid-sulfate soils, experiences only a few months of
salinity intrusion. These districts now have dikes, sluice gates and canal systems for
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irrigation, salinity- and flood-control permitting rice double- and triple-cropping. Sóc
Trăng’s interior is drained by the Mỹ Thạnh River system through the district of Mỹ
Xuyên, an intermediate zone with six months of fresh and six months of saline water,
allowing a rice crop to be rotated with brackish-water aquaculture over the course of the
year. On the coast Vĩnh Châu district, made up of relict beach ridges rising above
intervening marshy troughs, is affected by salinity throughout the year. Agriculture is
possible there only in the rainy season, apart from vegetable and orchard production on
the sandy ridges.
Cà Mau province, far from the influence of the river’s water and bordering the sea
on three sides, relies mainly on rainfed agriculture, a feat made somewhat more feasible
by its high yearly rainfall – some 2,375 mm/year on average from 2000-07, higher than
Sóc Trăng’s 1,859 mm/yr (Cà Mau Statistics Department 2001-08; Sóc Trăng Statistics
Department 2008). Mangroves fringe the coastline, mostly planted stands of Rhizophora
apiculata under the management of State Forestry-Fishery Enterprises (SFFE’s) like in
the district of Đầm Dơi, whose eastern third is a mix of protected and production forests,
buffer zones, and integrated mangrove-shrimp ponds (Christensen et al. 2008). Inshore,
the flat landscape is transected by myriad canals at whose edges grow residual or
replanted stands of Nypa fruticans, Rhizophora and Avicennia. Two significant rivers
carry fresh water runoff towards the Gulf of Thailand from further inland: The Bảy Háp,
running across Đầm Dơi, and the Ông Đốc running from the U Minh forest through Trần
Văn Thời district. North of the Ông Đốc lies a ‘freshwaterized’ (nước ngọt hóa) polder of
more than 50,000 hectares, where dikes and sluice gates hold fresh water in and block the
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intrusion of salt. As one proceeds south from the river, vegetation becomes less verdant
and abundant, salt-tolerant grasses (Typha angustifolia, Eleocharis spp.) predominate,
and the air takes on a salty, sticky quality. Unlike most of the Mekong Delta, where dark
green stands of trees and bushes span the horizon marking the location of canal-side
linear villages, fewer and sparcer trees, mostly Eucalyptus and coconut palms (Cocos
nucifera), stand out here.
Land use and farming systems change in the coastal Mekong Delta to 2000
The colonial Mekong Delta was a rapidly developing agricultural frontier
transformed in a few decades from a lightly populated swamp into a major rice exporting
region. The territory that France first occupied in the 1860s had come under full
Vietnamese sovereignty only a century earlier, and Vietnamese communities, along with
the Khmer, Chinese, and Cham peoples who also lived in the delta, had not yet populated
much of its terrain (Brocheux 2009).
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, dragline barges bisected these lands with
long, geometrically-platted canals that opened up large swathes of the interior to
drainage, transport and settlement. The results were dramatic: Between the French arrival
and the onset of the Great Depression, rice lands in the delta more than quadrupled
(Brocheux 2009:56; Callison 1983:38) as tenant farmers transformed Melaleuca swamps
and Eleocharis and Phragmites marshes into rice fields and home gardens within a
lattice-work of ditches and canals (Tanaka 1995:84). Farm lands in Sóc Trăng expanded
from under 5,000 hectares in 1873 to over 75,000 in 1898 and around 200,000 ha by
1930 (Mai 2000:84).
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However, such gains were only seen in the parts of the fresh-water zone of the
delta where traditional rice techniques could produce decent yields without extensive
investment in irrigation or dikes (Chiem 1994). Coastal districts of Sóc Trăng and
elsewhere affected by seasonal salinity as well as backswamp zones where soil drainage
was difficult and led to highly acidic conditions remained relatively unaltered. Cà Mau,
heavily affected by salt water, saw little land development; landlords only developed a
strong interest in the province in the 1910s and ‘20s after the easily converted real estate
was taken, signaling the imminent closure of the agricultural frontier (Long 2007a;
Sansom 1970:21).
A landlord class, articulated with rice buyers and exporters, mobilized capital and
labor to drain, clear, and plow the new lands, controlling the vast majority of rice land in
the delta. Land tenure was extremely unequal: In Cochinchina (the Mekong Delta plus
the environs of Sài Gòn) in 1930, two-thirds of households were landless; among
landowners, less than 1% owned 45% of the arable land (Scott 1976:78). In Cà Mau in
1930, 95% of the small amount of arable land was owned by landlords (Long 2007a:48).
Sóc Trăng had the highest rate of tenacy in Cochinchina, where in 1936 84% of farmers
were tenants and farmers possessed just 4% of the land (Hùng 2000:73-5).
As long as there was a land frontier and a strong rice market, delta tenants could
to a limited extent run away from debts and exploitation. In the initial decades of
expansion, labor scarcity meant real wages rose over time (Sansom 1970:41). However,
the Depression-era collapse of rice prices - a quintal of rice sold in 1934 for less than a
quarter of the price five years before - coinciding with the closing of the rice frontier,
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greatly diminished landlord incomes, tightened the squeeze on tenants and escalated
conflicts over land and labor (Brocheux 2009:151-72; Scott 1976:82-90). These conflicts
set the stage for sustained warfare in the Mekong Delta from 1945 to 1975.
The coastal Mekong Delta was a base area for the Việt Minh and National
Liberation Front (Việt Cộng) during the Việt Nam wars. Already among the most isolated
and underdeveloped regions of the Delta, the coastal zone was the site of intense fighting,
bombing, and chemical defoliation (Biggs 2004; Dunnavent 2006) that exacerbated these
trends through damage to the limited infrastructure, outmigration of civilians, and land
abandonment (Sanh 2003:26-8, 96; Elliott 2007:263-4; 335-53). NLF base areas in the U
Minh forest of Cà Mau and in Mỹ Xuyên in Sóc Trăng (Mỹ Xuyên Communist Party
Chapter 1993) were frequently attacked. Đầm Dơi was a heavily contested region where
a South Vietnamese garrison fought over strategic river and canal intersections with NLF
forces (Đầm Dơi Communist Party Chapter 1996).
The initial wave of Green Revolution agricultural modernization in the Mekong
Delta, coincident with the escalation of the American War in 1966-67, made little
difference to the coastal zone and other Delta regions where neither favorable natural
conditions nor mitigating infrastructures for double-cropping HYV rice existed (Fukui
1974; Tanaka 1995). So many people fled the fighting in the insecure parts of the delta
that large expanses of abandoned fields had succeeded into brambles of vines and shrubs
by the early ‘70s.
The reunification of Việt Nam in 1975 brought considerable resettlement to the
coastal zone and large-scale replanting of mangroves. Under the pressures of an
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American trade embargo, wars with China and Cambodia, stagnant agricultural
productivity and food deficits in other regions, the Mekong Delta was critical to national
rice self-sufficiency (Watts 1998:469). Towards this end, beginning in the early 1980s
rice cropping expanded in the coastal Delta as salinity control gates and dikes began to be
constructed and long-neglected canals maintained and new ones dredged, improving
irrigation and drainage. These improvements allowed larger areas to be sown to rice and,
over time, double-cropping of rice in some areas.
Coastal rice extensification reflected the desperate need for national food security
under conditions of economic autarky, but land use change in the coastal Mekong Delta
was also shaped by new geopolitical relationships: Thousands of acres of coconut groves,
grown for oil and fiber exports to Eastern Bloc countries, sprouted in Cà Mau and other
coastal Delta provinces (Báo Cà Mau 2000a), reflecting Việt Nam’s new status as a
tropical outpost of the Second World. (See Table One for statistical data on this and other
land use trends over time in selected regions of the Mekong Delta).
In these same years, the national government’s short-lived agricultural
collectivization program in the South greatly harmed productivity by disrupting land
tenure, decision-making and investment. Mekong Delta farmers roundly rejected
collectivization, evidenced by their 6% membership in cooperatives in 1986 compared to
89% on the Central Coast and over 99% in the Northern Red River Delta (Pingali and
Xuan 1992:700; Watts 1998:470-3). Rice output from the Delta remained flat if not
falling through the mid-1980s, leading to near-famine conditions nationally. Under these
circumstances, the Communist Party enacted a series of land and economic reforms
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Table One. Agricultural production data by province and district, 1976-2007.
Category
Rice area
(thousands
of ha) and
yield
(metric
tons/ha)*

Location

Cà Mau
Trần Văn Thời
Đầm Dơi
Sóc Trăng
Mỹ Xuyên
Vĩnh Châu
Shrimp area
Cà Mau
(thousands Trần Văn Thời
of ha) and
Đầm Dơi
yield
Sóc Trăng
(metric
Mỹ Xuyên
tons/ha)**
Vĩnh Châu
Coconut
Cà Mau
area
Trần Văn Thời
(thousands
Đầm Dơi
of ha) and
Sóc Trăng
yield
Mỹ Xuyên
(metric
Vĩnh Châu
tons/ha)
Pigs
Cà Mau
(thousands Trần Văn Thời
of animals)
Đầm Dơi
Cows
Sóc Trăng
(thousands
Mỹ Xuyên
of animals)
Vĩnh Châu
Poultry
Cà Mau
(thousands Trần Văn Thời
of animals)
Đầm Dơi
Chickens
Sóc Trăng
(thousands
Mỹ Xuyên
of animals)
Vĩnh Châu

1976

1986

1991/2

116 / 2.2 138 / 2.1 187 / 3.1

1995/6

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

206 / 2.9 243 / 3.5 237 / 3.6 132 / 3.2 131 / 3.2 107 / 3.8 132 / 3.1 110 / 3.5 115 / 3.5 123 / 3.4
48 / 2.6 56 / 2.9 56 / 3.2 49 / 3.3 57 / 3.4 56 / 3.2 57 / 3.4 55 / 3.5 53 / 3.4 57 / 3.4
24 / 2.7

23 / 3.7

28 / 3.4

0 / N/A

0.4 / 0

0 / N/A

0.1 / 0

0 / N/A

0 / N/A

0 / N/A

370 / 4.4

315 / 4.8 322 / 5.1 324 / 4.9 325 / 4.9

64 / 4.2

50 / 4.6

50 / 4.7

47 / 4.8

50 / 4.7

22 / 3.3
3.5 / 2.9 2.6 / 3.1 2.2 / 3.3 2.4 / 3.6
70 / 0.33 105 / 0.2 90.5 / 0.2 153 / 0.3 218 / 0.3 239 / 0.3 248 / 0.3 248 / 0.3 248 / 0.3 252 / 0.4 262 / 0.3
3.4 / 0.3 4.0 / 0.2 1.9 / 0.1 3.9 / 0.46 12 / 0.1 15 / 0.2 16 / 0.07 15.6 / 0.2 15.8 / 0.2 15.7 / 0.3 18 / 0.26
11 / 0.4

27 / 0.25 31 / 0.3

16.8 / n/a 20.6 / n/a

30 / 0.48 51 / 0.41 61 / 0.37 61 / 0.33 61 / 0.37 61 / 0.4

65.6 / 0.4

49 / 0.56 52.9 / 0.8 51.7 / 1.0 50.0 / 1.2

21 / n/a

18 / 0.14 21 / 0.21 18 / 0.26 18 / 0.33
25.5 / 0.9 27 / 1.24 28 / 1.17 26 / 1.06
18.9 /3.3 12.1 / 1.7 10.8 / 2.7 10.2 / 2.6 9.2 / 2.7 8.8 / 2.6 7.7 / 2.6
3.8 / 2.4 3.5 / 1.6 3.5 / 4.0 3.5 / 4.3 3.5 / 4.0 3.5 / 4.2 3.5 / 4.3
2.0 / 3.2

4.3 / n/a
2.9 / n/a

8.5 / n/a
1.5 / n/a

9.1 / n/a
22.7 / 3.1 20.9 / 3.4 20 / 3.3
6.1 / 2.4 3.8 / 2.4 3.8 / 2.3

0 / n/a

0.8 / n/a

2.0 / 3.2

2.4 / 5.7

62 / 0.4

33.3 / 0.3 48.7 / n/a 42.4 / n/a 50 / n/a

2.0 / 3.8

0.2 / 1.3

0 / n/a

0 / n/a

0.1 / 2.3

4.4 / 4.9

0.1 / 3.2

1.0 / 2.2

3.2 / 5.2

2.9 / 5.2

2.9 / 5.2

2.9 / 5.4

0.5 / 5.1

0.4 / 4.9

0.3 / 4.9

0.3 / 5.3

0.3 / 5.3

0.5 / 4.3

0.1 / 4.6

0.1 / 4.6

0.1 / 4.6

0.1 / 4.8

241.6
48.9

240.7
46.5

285.8
59.7

187.8
59.9

201.8
66.7

216.1
70.0

227.2
73.1

246.0
75.0

278.4
74.3

276.7
72.2

26.1

35.1

46.6

20.7

18.1

22.6

23.2

24.2

30.0

29.8

3.3

12.4

17.6

25.3

31.9

0.6

2.7

4.2

7.1

8.0

1.5
2,879
545

1,487
551

1,385
627

1,327
629

1.9
823
460

1.9
647
298

2.0
792
346

2.4
897
490

296

56

81

72

37

5

35

30

932

772

832

1,109

1,134

122

82

31

141

147

138

88

84

79

48

*Rice area and yield reflects 1992 and 1996 data.
**Shrimp area for Cà Mau reflects 1991, 1995 data; Sóc Trăng reflects 1992 and 1995.

which progressively decoupled household agricultural production from state quotas, gave
long-term land use rights to farmers, and liberalized regional markets for agricultural
inputs and produce (Pingali and Xuan 1992:706-10; Marsh et al. 2006). The response of
Mekong Delta rice growers was dramatic: In 1989 Việt Nam began exporting rice and
very soon after became one of the world’s leading exporters, due largely to production
gains in the Delta (Pingali and Xuan 1992). In Cà Mau in the 1990s, the acreage of rice
exceeded the 1980s average by 40% and production by 80% (Long 2007b:232) as new
lands were brought into production and yields from existing fields grew due to the
expansion of double-cropping, increased chemical inputs, and the mitigation of salinity
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and acidity problems through improvements to water infrastructures.
The achievement of national food security combined with the loss of Soviet aid
and markets led to a greater emphasis on land use diversification in the Mekong Delta
towards high-value exports. A new land law in 1993 deepened private land use rights,
lengthening tenure and making mortgaging and borrowing capital for agriculture easier.
Ordinances 64/CP of 1993 and 02/CP of 1994 restructured land policy for forest and
marginal agricultural lands (Smith et al. 2006:18), leading to the first phase of the
Mekong Delta’s shrimp boom as mangroves, salt pans, and other areas deemed of low
economic productivity were converted to shrimp aquaculture. The pace of coastal
infrastructure projects accelerated in the 1990s as major dikes and control structures were
completed to close off salt water intrusion. The pace of coastal infrastructure projects
accelerated in the 1990s as major dikes and control structures were completed to close off
salt water intrusion. These projects improved incomes for those near their fresh-water
intakes, but in some cases exacerbated acidic conditions in their back drainages to the
detriment of agriculture and fisheries and/or blocked salt water from reaching recently
established shrimp farming areas (Hoanh et al. 2003; Tuong et al. 2003).
Increasing conflict over land use was evident in the coastal Delta in the late 1990s
as farmers pressured for greater liberalization and local governments sought to enforce
land use and water management regulations. On numerous occasions, farmers wanting to
grow shrimp destroyed levees and gates to allow saline water to go inside polders (Báo
Cà Mau 2000b, 2002, 2003, 2008b; Báo Sóc Trăng 2002). Continuing water and soil
quality problems, however, meant that farm productivity and income in the coastal zone
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Figure
Two.

were still considerably lower than those in the central delta: For instance, Vĩnh Châu saw
25% lower rice yields than the province as a whole (Sóc Trăng Statistics Department
2008:105). Such lagging efficiency, combined with international commodity price trends,
provided a strong incentive for radical change to land use and farming systems in the
coastal Mekong Delta. In the late 1990s international shrimp prices rose sharply, at the
same time rice prices were slumping to their lowest level in a decade, encouraging
coastal producers to convert to shrimp aquaculture (Figure Two). In 2000 the Vietnamese
government issued Decision 09/NQ-CP liberalizing land use policy, allowing local
governments to convert their agricultural production structure away from lowproductivity, low-income uses towards more remunerative ones. While the provincial
governments of Cà Mau and Sóc Trăng drew up plans for a gradual conversion of land
use that would allow new canal systems suited for aquaculture to be constructed, events
quickly overtook these plans. In the latter months of 2000, Cà Mau farmers converted
about 100,000 hectares from rice fields to shrimp ponds, approximately triple the plan
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(Báo Cà Mau 2001). While much of the coastal zone converted rapidly over to shrimp in
the wake of Decision 09/NQ-CP, several regions adopted or sustained rotational culture
of brackish-water aquaculture with rice. In the following decade, these diverging
trajectories of change would develop further, as is shown with evidence collected in 2008
in four places in the coastal delta where shrimp farming is prevalent: Two districts each
of Cà Mau (Dầm Dơi and Trần Văn Thời) and Sóc Trăng provinces (Mỹ Xuyên and Vĩnh
Châu). The differences among these four locations can be generally defined as falling
along two axes: Intensive / extensive production and polycultural / monocultural
cropping systems (Figure Three).
Trajectories of change in four coastal Mekong Delta locales, 1975-2009
All four locations show distinctive trajectories in their land use and farming
systems since 1975 but also some common patterns (Table Two, Figures Four through
Seven). Before 1990, one long-season, generally low-yielding rice crop was grown
everywhere during the rainy
season, due to limited
irrigation and salinity
control. A lack of
earthmoving equipment
meant that channels had to
be dug and maintained and
dikes raised by hand,
severely limiting progress.
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Between 1980 and 1988, the construction of new dikes, sluice gates, canals and ditches
using motorized draglines improved conditions for rice such that between 1990 and 1996
farmers in Trần Văn Thời and Đầm Dơi were able to successfully begin double-cropping
rice. Those parts of Mỹ Xuyên south of the Mỹ Thạnh River were granted permission in
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the 1992 land use liberalization to implement rice and shrimp in rotation, rice and shrimp
by trial-and-error, and knowledge of this practice subsequently spread among local
farmers (Be and Dung 1999).
The 2000-01 conversion to shrimp
Dramatic changes to land use and farming systems occurred in 2000 and 2001
across these four localities (Figure Eight). In Vĩnh Châu and Đầm Dơi, the shift was
precipitous, rapid and stark: While 28,000 hectares were planted to rice in Đầm Dơi in
2000, much of which was double-cropped, the crop had disappeared from that district’s
fields a year later (Statistics Department of Cà Mau 2000, 2004). In Vĩnh Châu, the rice
area fell from 17,000 to 10,000 ha in 2000-01 and would fall to between 2 and 3,000 by
mid-decade (Sóc Trăng Statistics Department 2008:103; Báo Sóc Trăng 2001).
Changes elsewhere were less drastic, but still portentous of a new direction in

Figure Eight.
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agrarian development: In the southern part of Trần Văn Thời, where fresh, but frequently
acidic, water from the Ông Đốc river provides a fairly stable resource for at least rainyseason rice production, shrimp was integrated into farming systems by reverting to one
long-season rice crop from two short-season plantings and growing shrimp during the dry
season. While the introduction of shrimp was welcomed and boosted many farmers’
incomes, poor water quality, limited working capital, and a lack of experience with this
new system meant that farmers achieved very low shrimp yields and saw frequent crop
losses due to disease outbreaks. Mỹ Xuyên shrimp farmers, while also facing
considerable challenges from disease and environmental quality, had an advantage in that
they already had from five to eight years’ experience with shrimp by 2000. There,
farmers initially kept growing rice as before but increased the density at which they
stocked shrimp into their ponds. Mỹ Xuyên shrimp producers’ time advantage also meant
their local water infrastructure was somewhat better suited for shrimp, unlike other places
in the coastal Delta where salinity-excluding infrastructures built for rice intensification
were now either modified for seasonal use (as in Trần Văn Thời) or became useless and
were frequently abandoned, as
in much of Đầm Dơi and Vĩnh
Châu (Figure Nine). In many
localities irrigation ditches
designed for rice farming mixed
shrimp ponds’ intake and waste
waters, facilitating the spread of

Figure Nine. Abandoned salinity-control sluice gate along
the Bảy Háp River, Đầm Dơi, Cà Mau, September 2008.
Photo by the author.
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disease.
The literature on LUCC in the Mekong Delta provides supporting evidence for the
directions and extent of change trajectories. Remote Sensing (RS) data analyzed by
Balababa et al. (1997) on rice-growing areas in Sóc Trăng identified the single-cropping
pattern predominant in Vĩnh Châu at that time and the mix of single-cropped and doublecropped rice and aquaculture ponds in the rice/shrimp zone of Mỹ Xuyên. Tong et al.
(2004), Binh et al. (2005) and Son (2008) also used RS techniques to document major
land-cover changes related to the post-2000 expansion of shrimp farming in the Mekong
Delta provinces of Trà Vinh, Cà Mau, and Kiên Giang, respectively. Sakamoto et al.
(2006 and 2007) used MODIS data to record the disappearance of rice from Đầm Dơi and
Vĩnh Châu districts by 2002-03, the persistence of single rice cropping in much of the Mỹ
Xuyên rice/shrimp zone up to that time and the creeping abandonment of rice for shrimp
monoculture into the southern villages of that district.
Phong et al. (2003), reporting on a 1997 study in Mỹ Xuyên and a neighboring
district in Bạc Lieu province, documented larger fresh-water inputs and greater flexibility
in the timing of rice production in Mỹ Xuyen to avoid seasonal salinity. Consequently,
the risk of crop failure in rice/shrimp rotation was lower and average rice yields higher in
that district. By contrast, while rice in salinity-protected monoculture could achieve
higher yields in Bạc Liêu than Mỹ Xuyen, when rotated with shrimp salinity buildup was
too great, and fresh water flushing too little and slow, to allow a reasonable time window
for rice to thrive. Events would show that in coastal places with limited fresh water inputs
like Bạc Liêu, either fresh water-based or saline cropping systems could be established,
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but any combination of the two tended towards poor performance of both, encouraging a
shift in one way or the other – the strict exclusion of salt water in favor of rice or other
fresh-water crops or the complete conversion of the area to salt-water and the limited but
lucrative production possibilities of that hydrologic regime.
Rice and other fresh-water crops in the converted zone
The disappearance of rice from many coastal Delta farmers’ fields after 2000 was
contested by many farmers who wanted to plant a rice crop during the rainy season (Tho
et al. 2008), when shrimp production is particularly risky due to fluctuations in pond
temperature, salinity, and pH that easily kill shrimp and are hard to manage, especially
for extensive farmers. Agricultural extension workers encouraged the adoption of
rice/shrimp following provincial directives that were largely ignored by farmers in the
initial shrimp rush of 2000-01 but increasingly embraced in 2002-03 as the risks of
shrimp became more evident. The movement for rice/shrimp surged and crashed in 2004,
a year marked by the lowest shrimp prices since 2000 due to global overproduction and
American anti-dumping tariffs, a strong upturn in rice prices, and a severe El Niño
drought across the Mekong Delta. Thousands of acres of rice were planted onto shrimp
ponds in the rainy season but were completely lost as rains failed to come and salinity in
the fields climbed above the deadly limit for rice (Báo Cà Mau 2004a, 2004b; Báo Sóc
Trăng 2007). However, rice culture faced serious challenges in the converted area in any
year: Tho et al. (2008) found high rates of salinity in surface waters and an increasing
buildup of salts in the soil of Cái Nước district, situated between Trần Văn Thời and Đầm
Dơi in central Cà Mau. There, soil salinity was at least three times the maximum tolerable
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by rice throughout 2003-04, meaning that even during the peak of the rainy season
cultivating rice, the dominant land use just three years prior, had become very difficult if
not impossible in this part of the coastal Delta without extensive soil flushing.
In Mỹ Xuyên, the story of rice was even more mercurial: the intensification of shrimp
after 2000 raised salinity to excessive levels and the profits from shrimp made many
farmers try to grow them straight through the rainy season. The area sown to rice on
shrimp farming land fell from 8,400 ha to 4,800 between 2002 and 2003 (Báo Sóc Trăng
2003). The economic circumstances of 2004 made many of those growers change their
minds apparently, for the area sown to rice nearly doubled to 7,900 hectares. Following
the difficulties of the 2004 crop (and the recovery of shrimp prices), rice-shrimp area fell
again in Mỹ Xuyên to 4,400 ha in 2005 (Báo Sóc Trăng 2007), even though the main line
of the Thạnh Mỹ canal project bringing fresh water from the Hậu River to the rice-shrimp
zone was completed the year before. Of some 18,000 hectares of shrimp ponds in the
district planned for rice/shrimp, farmers there never grew rice on even half that area,
especially in Mỹ Xuyên’s southernmost and most saline villages where rice was almost
completely abandoned.
Other crops and livestock also experienced significant, sometimes dramatic,
changes during this time. Coconuts, despite losing their lucrative Soviet market, in 2000
still occupied over 20,000 ha in Cà Mau and 4,400 in Sóc Trăng. However, in the late
‘90s coconut prices fell severely (from 3,500-4,000 VND/kg for raw coconuts in 1999 to
2,300-1,500/kg in 2000) and yields suffered greatly due to infestations by the coconut
beetle (Brontispa longissima) on these now old and declining trees that were increasingly
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neglected by farmers due to their limited income potential (Báo Cà Mau 2000a). By
2004, Cà Mau’s coconut area had been halved, by 90% in Đầm Dơi, and yields had fallen
by 50% (Báo Cà Mau 2004a) due to the combined effects of beetles, water and soil
salinization and many growers cutting down their trees.
The coming of the salt water had mixed effects on animal husbandry (see Table
One). Chickens and ducks suffered major declines as their niches in the landscape
disappeared (fresh water ponds and canals, gardens, orchards and harvested rice fields).
Avian influenza did further damage to poultry numbers in 2004-05, but the loss of more
than half of Cà Mau’s poultry between 2000 and 2003 and even more drastic declines in
Đầm Dơi and Vĩnh Châu, districts that converted overwhelmingly to shrimp, is directly
related to the shrimp boom. Pigs and cattle fared better: After a decline in the early 2000s
in part due to culling for blue ear disease, the number of pigs, an animal raised in semienclosed pens in the Mekong Delta, nearly recovered to the amount seen before land use
conversion. Beef cattle, raised to meet rising domestic demand for meat and a livelihood
primarily of ethnic Khmer residents in Sóc Trăng, saw a nearly ten-fold growth in
numbers in that province the 2000s, a rate of expansion faster than in Vĩnh Châu, where
little suitable land for cattle remained but exceeded in Mỹ Xuyên where the environment
remained more amenable to cattle grazing.
The intensification trend of the mid-2000s
In the initial rush to convert to shrimp production, the vast majority of producers
enacted ‘traditional extensive’ shrimp systems, meaning that while they stocked
hatchery-raised black tiger shrimp larvae, they did so sparingly, no more than 2-3 fry/m2.
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Farmers did not feed the shrimp, nor did they use supplemental aeration. Apart from
digging the pond and spreading agricultural lime and fertilizers to buffer pH and
stimulate plankton growth, extensive farmers do little to actively manage such systems.
As soon after their initial crops were harvested, more successful farmers began to
intensify their operations. This was especially true in Sóc Trăng, which with about onefifth the shrimp farming area of Cà Mau could concentrate considerably greater amounts
of credit per hectare through the provincial Agricultural Bank and newly-arrived
commercial banks. A credit boom fueled growing levels of intensification through the
mid-2000s: By 2007, while 54% of Sóc Trăng’s shrimp farm area was classified as semiintensive or intensive, meaning stocking high quantities of shrimp larvae, use of
supplemental feeds, water treatment chemicals and pond aeration, less than 2% of Cà
Mau’s was (Sóc Trăng Statistics Department 2008:151; Báo Cà Mau 2008a). The trend
was particularly pronounced in Vĩnh Châu, where investors from Hồ Chí Minh City and
abroad funded the construction of semi-intensive and intensive shrimp growing areas. By
the mid-2000s, Vĩnh Châu shrimp farmers, who borrowed heavily to meet the high costs
of intensive production, were on average producing over a metric ton of shrimp per
hectare, five times the productivity Mỹ Xuyên or Cà Mau growers were achieving (Table
One).
This trend of intensification was seen elsewhere to varying degrees: In Đầm Dơi,
while a tiny number of wealthy farmers began farming shrimp intensively, after 2005 a
more sizeable minority of producers implemented a cheaper, half-way route to
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intensification, namely the ‘improved extensive’ model 3. This entailed a higher stocking
density (6-7 larvae/m2) with limited supplemental feeding, somewhat higher use of
chemicals for water quality and shrimp health, but not such an investment or technical
ability as required to purchase large amounts of shrimp feed, carefully maintain pond
water chemistry, and run diesel-powered paddlewheel aerators frequently. Most Mỹ
Xuyên shrimp farmers also intensified to improved extensive production by the mid2000s, but in Trần Văn Thời, where shrimp yields remained low, only a minority could
afford to.
The intensification trend peaked in 2007, as prices for inputs like fertilizer, fuel,
and lime began increasing rapidly and shrimp prices, which had earlier recovered
somewhat after years of decline from their brief spike at the beginning of the decade,
started slipping again (Figure Two). At the same time rice prices began to increase
rapidly. This combination of higher overall production costs and a strongly shifting ratio
of rice to shrimp prices led to the return of many of Mỹ Xuyên’s relapsed rice/shrimp
producers, raising the total area to 8,155 ha (Báo Sóc Trăng 2007) and a rise in rice area
in many parts of the Mekong Delta – but not in Đầm Dơi and Vĩnh Châu, where the
salinization of soil over the past decade, the loss of infrastructures needed to support
agriculture, and the heavy investment in shrimp farming prevented any easy reversion to
older production systems. Rather, farmers here began extensifying production, from
intensive to semi-intensive or semi-intensive to improved extensive, or else attempted

3

The parameters of this and other ‘farming models’ were defined by interview and PRA participants and
generally follow the outlines of the stylized facts promulgated by provincial and district agricultural
extension agents in the Mekong Delta.
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diversification into new crops like crabs or salt-water fish. Some producers hoped that
growing vannamei shrimp, the new, low production cost standard for the global shrimp
industry, would be legalized for the Mekong Delta, where they had thus far been banned
out of concern for the spread of disease to black tiger production there.
Contemporary patterns of land use / farming systems
Present-day trends in land use and farming systems across the four study sites
were investigated using farmer-contributed cropping calendars produced in PRA
exercises in late 2008 and informed by interview data. These calendars describe the
character of these landscapes and the timing of their productive use (Tables Three
through Six, wherein higher numbers equate with larger quantities relative to a yearly
maximum, i.e. 0=lowest, 10=highest). In Trần Văn Thời, farmers take two to three
months to flush salinity out of their fields with rain and river water before direct-seeding
or transplanting rice. Rice is harvested after 120-150 days, after the end of the rainy
season as higher salinity returns to the local canals. Before the rice is harvested, farmers
begin acclimatizing shrimp larvae in smaller nursery ponds or ditches. Once the rice is
harvested, the field is prepared for shrimp by drying it out, digging a trench around the
field’s perimeter, and variable amounts of agricultural lime, phosphate and nitrate
fertilizers to stimulate pond productivity. The fields are then flooded with saline water
and stocked with shrimp by December or January, which are grown out until the coming
of the rainy season. Farmers balance waiting as long as possible to harvest shrimp at a
higher-priced size with avoiding health risks due to shifts in water temperature and
chemistry brought on by changing weather. As a result, most shrimp is harvested just as
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the rainy season comes on, a timing also crucial to begin desalinizing the field for the rice
crop.
Over the year, Trần Văn Thời farmers have three periods of high income: First in
the several months when shrimp are harvested, second (especially among poorer
households) from work seeding and transplanting rice, and lastly from the rice harvest at
the end of the year. Most people earn about half their income from rice and half from
shrimp. Low yields of both crops are common here – 200-400 kg of shrimp and 3-4
metric tons of rice/ha in 2008, about double the norm of the difficult years of disease
epidemics and drought in the early and mid-2000s.
Where shrimp and other agricultural crops are no longer present in the landscape,
as in Đầm Dơi, the shrimp ‘season’ stretches nine or ten months, only stopping at the
peak of the rainy season when pond salinity falls and production becomes more risky.
This period, used for draining, redredging, and applying chemical inputs to the ponds,
represents the highest and most concentrated outlay for farmers growing shrimp
extensively here. As the rain abates, farmers begin stocking shrimp fry in small batches
as the availability of money and fortuitous weather allow. Successful farmers can begin
harvesting some shrimp after three months, long before they cease adding additional
larvae. For the many who suffer a major mortality among their brood, the long growing
season and spacing out of investments means they can simply emergency harvest any
marketable shrimp still living and, perhaps after shocking the pond with lime, add more
larvae. Work for hire is less available here, primarily involving shrimp pond preparation
in the summer. Multiple shrimp harvests over several months provide some income
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Table Three. Cà Mau Province, Trần Văn Thời District - Extensive rice-shrimp culture
Month

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

Rain

-

-

-

+

+

+

+

+

+

-

-

Salinity

+

+

+

Little
rain
+

-

-

-

+

+

Shrimp
season
Rice
season

Stock
shrimp

+

+

-

-

-

-

-

-

Saline water from the
ponds goes out
Largest
harvest
Washing salt
-

Plant
rice

+

+

Other
work

Preparing own
shrimp ponds

Income

from the fields

2

2

10

10

5

5

+

Harvest
rice

Preparing
others’ shrimp
ponds

Petty trading

2

Begin stocking
shrimp

8

8

5

10

10

Table Four. Cà Mau Province, Đầm Dơi District – Traditional extensive shrimp monoculture
Month
Rain

1
-

2
-

3
-

4
-

5
+

Salinity

+

+

+

+

+

Harvest
/ Stock

Harvest
/ Stock

Harvest
/ Stock

Harvest
/ Stock

Harvest

-

-

-

-

-

-

7

10

10

8

7

5

3

3

3

3

3

3

3

0

0

10

Shrimp
season
Other
work
Income
Production
costs

Stock

6
+

7
+

8
+

9
+

10
+

11
-

12
-

Many diseases occur, shrimp grow slowly (due to
weather, the water not being salty enough)
Harvest

Stock

Stock

Stock

-

-

-

3

5

6

7

10

10

3

3

Prepare ponds

Work preparing shrimp
ponds, petty trading

(Months 7-9) Cost of pond preparation: Renting earthmovers,
labor, raw materials, agricultural lime, medicines …

+

(Months 10-12, 1-4)
Shrimp larvae cost

Table Five. Sóc Trăng Provice, Mỹ Xuyên District – Improved extensive rice-shrimp culture
Month
Rain

1
-

2
-

3
-

4
-

5

Salinity

+

+

+

+

-

Rice /
shrimp
season
Other
work
Income
Production
costs

Prepare
land

+

6
+

7
+

8
+

9
+

10
+

11
+

12
-

-

-

-

-

-

+

+

1

5

1

1

Prepare
land

Shrimp

Rice

1

1

1

Growing vegetables
Raising animals (throughout the year)
1
1
1
10
1
1
1

0

10

4

4

4

4

4

0

1

1
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Table Six. Sóc Trăng Province, Vĩnh Châu District – Semi-intensive shrimp monoculture
Month

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

Rain

-

-

-

-

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

-

Salinity

15-20 ‰

Shrimp
season
Other
work

Stock

+

Falling salinity >

+

+

+

Harvest

Growing vegetables (purple shallots), wage work …

Production
costs

3

3

Capital from
banks

5

10

10

10

The feed dealer invests

through much of the year.
The 5% of Đầm Dơi growers who operate semi-intensive or intensive ponds (by
contrast, 85% here do traditional extensive farming and 10% improved extensive) follow
a stricter and shorter cropping calendar similar to those common in Vĩnh Châu, where
90% of farms in early 2008 were either semi-intensive or intensive (PRA data 2008). The
calendar displayed in Table Six begins at the peak of salinity at the end of the dry season
and extends through most of the rainy season, following the falling salinity as the rainy
season intensifies. While intensive farmers can better protect shrimp from environmental
shocks by using more
chemicals and medicines,
this comes at a cost: Vĩnh
Châu shrimp farmers must
first borrow money from
banks to begin the season,
then as their costs for feed
and chemicals escalate,

Figure Ten. Vĩnh Châu, Sóc Trăng, November 2008. Shallots on the
ridge in the foreground, intensive shrimp ponds and coastal
mangrove behind them. Photo by the author.
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they borrow more from input suppliers. Compared to improved extensive costs of
production amounting to $3 per kilo to make 5-700 kg of 30/kg shrimp on one hectare, it
takes $5-6/kg to grow 5-7,000 kg of black tiger shrimp that size in a 1-ha intensive
operation. Apart from the shrimp ponds that dominate the low-lying parts of Vĩnh Châu
(see Figure Ten), on the thin ridges high-value horticulture still thrives, especially Asian
purple shallots (Allium ascalonicum) and longan (Dimocarpus longan) fruit trees. Mỹ
Xuyên (Figure Eleven) is, like Trần Văn Thời, a rice/shrimp area, but one where both
crops are grown at significantly higher intensity and where the yearly hydrological
regime is somewhat fresher, affecting the timing and range of crops grown. The greater
availability of fresh water in the northern part of the Mỹ Xuyên rice/shrimp zone where
fieldwork was undertaken means only one month is required to flush the fields before rice
is sown onto them, which is harvested after four or five months with a typical yield of 5-6
metric tons / ha. Vegetable production and animal husbandry is also generally more
feasible here than some other studied locations. Most farmers here have grown shrimp
according to the improved extensive model for several years, meaning that they stock a
higher density of fry and do some supplemental feeding as well as use greater quantities
of water treatment chemicals and medicines on their shrimp, making investment costs
considerably higher but also boosting yields to 600 kg/ha/yr. Successful Mỹ Xuyên
shrimp farmers earn about two-thirds of their income from shrimp and the remainder
from the rice crop.
Consequences of economic crisis in 2008-09
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Prices for dry
paddy rice in the Mekong

Figure Eleven. A rice/shrimp plot in rice production in Mỹ Xuyên,
October 2008. Note cassava, banana and coconut crops grown on
the pond banks. Photo by the author.

Delta climbed by 21% in
2007 (Table Two). In late
2007 the pace quickened
dramatically again,
peaking in April 2008 at
$0.34 / kg, double what
they had been a year earlier. The global food crisis of 2008 (FAO 2008) caused Việt Nam
to suspend rice exports from March to June that year (USDA Foreign Agricultural
Service 2008). Steeply falling prices in the latter half of the year (under $0.20 / kg by
December) disrupted rice buying in the Delta because exporters, suffering large losses
from selling Spring rice for less than they bought it earlier in the year, could not afford to
buy the Fall and Winter crops (Lao Động 2008).

Figure
Twelve.
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Also in 2008, the global energy crisis and high inflation in Việt Nam forced sharp
increases in the cost of agricultural inputs and credit. The price of NPK, DAP and urea
fertilizers more than doubled between late 2007 and mid-2008. Diesel and gasoline, used
for pumping water, aeration, and transport, likewise increased sharply. Prices of shrimp
feed and veterinary medicines climbed by 15-30% during this period (Tuổi Tre 2008a;
Báo Cà Mau 2009). The cost of borrowing from provincial Agricultural banks went from
1.5% to 1.7% or more per month. Combined, these factors largely negated the higher
paddy prices farmers were receiving, but the situation with shrimp was far worse: While
input and credit shocks increased shrimp farming costs by at least a third, shrimp prices
collapsed to the lowest point seen in the Delta in a decade: At their nadir in late 2008,
farm-gate prices for 30/kg black tigers were 25% less than a year before, almost twothirds below the heights achieved briefly in 2000. When farmers converted to shrimp en
masse in 2000-01, the price ratio between a kilogram of 30/kg shrimp and a kilo of dry
paddy was around 100-to-1, but by 2008 it was just 20-to-1, making for a very different
calculation among farmers choosing which crops to produce (Figure Twelve).
The consequences of these economic shocks for coastal Mekong delta producers
were several and varied. In Trần Văn Thời in 2008, the effects were somewhat subdued
by the very low use of inputs in the extensive farming systems that predominate here;
however, farmers reported reducing the quantity of inputs they used and the stocking
density of shrimp in their ponds. One farmer cut costs by halving the usual 500 kg / ha of
agricultural lime he prepared his ponds with. Many here suffered serious losses from
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disease early in the year because of swings in temperature and their limited financial
means to treat pond water or sick shrimp; some had restocked and lost their entire crop
two or three times.
At the time of field work in September, many Trần Văn Thời growers were directseeding rice onto their fields and some were stocking (at a very low density) more shrimp
larvae to grow together with the rice in the same field, a risk but a potential supplemental
income. More than one grower interviewed had tried shrimp monoculture for a number of
years but this year all had gone back to rice/shrimp due to crop losses suffered growing
shrimp during the rainy season. Despite the limited success Trần Văn Thời farmers
achieved in this and past years, everyone interviewed felt the switch to shrimp farming
was a positive one for their families, increasing their incomes and reducing the
arduousness of their work. While some farmers wanted to diversify into other kinds of
brackish-water aquaculture like growing barrimundi fish (Lates calcarifer), the poverty
and labor burdens of rice monoculture, the limited possibilities of diversifying into other
fresh-water crops due to seasonal water acidity and salinity problems, and the frequent
failures of shrimp monoculture meant that Trần Văn Thời residents were committed to
staying with and improving rice/shrimp culture.
While some farmers wanted to diversify into other kinds of brackish-water
aquaculture like growing barrimundi fish (Lates calcarifer), the poverty and labor
burdens of rice monoculture, the limited possibilities of diversifying into other freshwater crops due to seasonal water acidity and salinity problems, and the frequent failures
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of shrimp monoculture meant that Trần Văn Thời residents were committed to staying
with and improving rice/shrimp culture.
To the south and east in Đầm Dơi, farmers were anxious about their commitment
to shrimp monoculture and the limited options they had to move away from this land use.
Disease outbreaks remain a problem here, especially for extensive growers, who
frequently lose shrimp during the rainy season when oxidized acidic material is washed
into ponds from fringing dikes. Intensive farmers, while more able to mitigate
environmental changes in their ponds and maintain shrimp health, were more severely
affected by credit and cost problems. The cost/price squeeze of falling shrimp prices and
spiking input costs, combined with the credit shortage, was the most serious problem
facing Đầm Dơi producers in 2008.
Despite many extensifying their production, farmers’ incomes were significantly
reduced, but the lower production costs of improved extensive shrimp (50,000 VND/kg
and even less for traditional, as opposed to intensive farming at 75-90,000 VND/kg)
meant that these producers maintained a higher profit margin even as their total profits
also shrank as shrimp prices fell to 90,000 VND/kg or less in late 2008. Because of these
somewhat wider margins, many traditional extensive farmers here continued as they had
in past years, stocking shrimp for ten months a year or more, using minimal amounts of
credit and inputs, and solving disease problems by emergency harvest and restocking –
As one farmer pithily explained, “If you can’t cure ‘em, catch ‘em (Không sữa thì bắt).”
Đầm Dơi farmers, even as they faced a serious loss of income with few options for
change (some intensive farmers wanted to convert to vannamei shrimp, but the
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investment for growing this species puts it beyond the means of the vast majority), were
resigned to sticking with shrimp monoculture as a superior land use to what came before
and the result of now unalterable decisions. A village official and shrimp farmer in Đầm
Dơi explained the changes to the local landscape and the difficulties they posed to future
change:
Official: “A long time ago, maybe twenty years back, this was a fresh
water area. We had lots of fruit trees here - bananas, coconuts, everything
really. There was a lot of production. There were field fish back then,
turtles, big pythons, but we don’t have those anymore. They had dikes and
sluice gates up against the river to protect against the salt water, like
they’ve got in Trần Văn Thời (Author’s note: the empoldered area north
of the Ông Đốc) now. But that’s no more since the salt water’s come in.”
Interviewer: “Is there an alternative, could people do something else given
the present situation (of low shrimp prices)?”
Official: (Laughing) “Well, since almost nobody’s making any money
with shrimp, we could go back to rice! - But there’s no way to do that,
we’re stuck for good! (không có đường nào, bó tay luôn!). We’d have to
spend twenty years to get the salt out of the land, so we can’t ... Anyhow,
people were poorer when this was a fresh water area. In the past, the
people who lived in the salt water section of Đầm Dơi could get rich, and
those who lived in the fresh water area were poorer - they didn’t earn
much because the price of rice was so low, much lower than shrimp.”
Investors in intensive shrimp farms along the Vĩnh Châu coast faced a serious credit
shortage for their operations in 2008. As banks and input suppliers withdrew lines of
credit from aquaculturalists, farmers could choose one of several alternative paths. Those
with the best business connections and largest reserves looked to the cultivation of
vannamei shrimp, approved for experimental culture in some Vĩnh Châu villages
beginning in 2009. Others tried growing salt-water finfishes like Anguilla marmorata or
Pseudapocryptes elongates, but the high cost of production for these species, quality
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problems with fingerlings, and rapid market saturation for these fish sold not for export
but to the small domestic market limited their attractiveness. Most intensive and semiintensive growers in Vĩnh Châu continued growing black tiger shrimp but extensified its
culture from stocking densities of 20-30/m2 down to 7-8/m2, cutting their costs. Some
attempted to reconvert shrimp farming lands in Vĩnh Châu back to rice cultivation, the
accumulation of salts in the soil after eight years of aquaculture meant most plants died
(Báo Sóc Trăng 2008). Extensifying production was not a viable path for many producers
either: In mid-2009, when many intensive farms would normally begin production, as
many as 30% of Vĩnh Châu’s ponds were ‘on hold’ (bị treo ao), out of production
entirely (Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam 2009).
In the 2008 season most shrimp farmers in Mỹ Xuyên, practicing improved
extensive production, stocked shrimp around five/m2, having extensified two or three
years prior from 6-7 or as much as 10/m2. Two-thirds of farmers lost money or broke
even on shrimp due to the cost-price squeeze, while scattered but chronic disease
outbreaks continued to lower yields and slow shrimp growth. In October 2008, as farmers
tended their rice fields, they expected to further extensify down to two or three fry/m2 in
the next shrimp crop. After paying record amounts earlier in the year to plant and fertilize
their rice, they faced steeply falling prices for their paddy, compounding the scarcity of
production capital due to high interest rates and losses on the shrimp season. Mỹ Xuyên
farmers, despite having favorable environmental and infrastructural conditions and
experience growing both shrimp and rice, were not able to significantly profit from either
crop in 2008, but remained committed to the rice/shrimp rotational system that almost all
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producers in this part of the district returned to after many attempted shrimp monoculture
in prior years.
Discussion: Resilience and pathways of landscape change
The growing literature on ecological and institutional resilience (Adger 2000;
Peterson 2000; Gunderson and Holling 2002; Berkes et al. 2003; Folke 2006) argues that
complex systems like institutions, societies and ecologies evolve through adaptive cycles
wherein systems grow, consolidate, destabilize and reorganize themselves (Holling
2001). What makes a system resilient is its ability to undergo, adapt to and change with
disturbance while maintaining core properties and functions (Adger 2000; Walker et al.
2004; Folke 2006). Adaptive cycles function through a hierarchy of nested variables,
some of which drive change, others of which foster stability. ‘Fast’ variables – explained
as disruptive, ephemeral, and generally localized phenomena - are crucial to processes of
system change and adaptation, while ‘slow’ variables – sustaining, gradual, steady and
generally occurring at larger scales – retain systemic properties, governing reorganization
and consolidation (Holling 2004; Armitage and Johnson 2006; Walker et al. 2006).
Resilience scholars advocate for institutions and environments to simultaneously
be flexible enough to adapt to disturbance while preserving the sustaining, structuring
variables of the system. Systems can, however, tend towards one of two ‘traps’: poverty
traps in which the depletion of sustaining variables like resource availability and social
cohesion makes reorganization difficult, and rigidity traps, where the dominance of
sustaining variables like bureaucratic institutions and subsidies means little adaptation or
creativity occurs (Costanza 1987; Holling 2001:400; Gunderson and Holling 2002;
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Barrett 2008).
Crucial to the management of resilience so as to avoid such traps (Berkes et al.
2003; Briske et al. 2005; Biggs et al. 2009) is comprehending the adaptability and
transformability of systems as expressed in their latitude and resistance to change.
Systems can be adaptable, meaning able to shift between multiple states within a
threshold of reversibility, as well as transformable, capable of change that crosses such
thresholds, producing a whole new set of system states and variables governing them
(Walker et al. 2004). Adaptation and transformation is governed by the degree of latitude
and resistance in a given system. Latitude corresponds to the breadth of different system
states that can exist without crossing a threshold of transformation, like how much woody
cover or how little soil nutrients or herbaceous cover will sustain a given savanna
ecology. Resistance means the ease or arduousness of bringing about system
transformation, for example the amount of fire, drought or grazing pressure to transform
a savanna into dense woodlands or open grassland (Walker et al. 2006; Suding and
Hobbs 2009).
Distinctive pathways of change are evident among the four locales in the coastal
Mekong Delta, trajectories inflected by the historically and geographically varying
interaction of several factors. These factors include: Water management infrastructures,
ecological conditions, farmer practices and experience, commodity prices, and land use
policy. The influence of these factors on land use and farming system resilience at each
of the four localities is summarized in Table Seven.
Commodity prices, following Armitage and Johnston (2006), have under
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conditions of market liberalization functioned not as a slow variable moderating LUCC,
but a fast one encouraging change. The magnitude and contrary tendencies of rice and
shrimp price swings in the past decade, given the fragility of rice/shrimp systems and
potential for mutual exclusivity in these crops’ environmental requirements, tended to
push producers far in one direction or another. Ecological and infrastructural conditions
were rarely capable of adapting to these price trends in a timely fashion. The convergence
of high shrimp and low rice prices first lured people to make a fateful turn towards
shrimp, initiating environmental and infrastructural changes that, while rapidly and easily
undertaken, were much harder and more protracted to depart from even though changing
profit margins and prices encouraged producers to try to. Some places have been more
able to shift at the speed of commodity price trends than others, though. This differential
resilience in the face of economic shocks is attributable to several other factors
influencing land use and farming system change.
Ecological conditions have shaped trajectories of land use and farming systems
change but have also been altered by those trends. Areas with fresh surface water inputs
have remained rather transformable between fresh-water and saline cropping systems.
Resistance to such conversion comes not so much from ecological conditions but local
governance and infrastructures that encourage rice/shrimp systems, which demonstrate a
high degree of adaptability in seasonally rotating those crops. However, poorer water
quality in Trần Văn Thời has reduced the stability of yields there. Rain-fed areas
exhibited a very low degree of resistance to conversion from fresh to saline conditions,
but once transformed became highly resistant to further transformation and subsequently
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Table Seven. Influence of major factors in land use/farming system change on system
resilience.
Factors
Places

Water
infrastructures

Farmer
experience

Ecological
conditions

Trần Văn
Thời

Sustained infrastructure
increases resistance to
salinization, widens
latitude (with
rice/shrimp)
Improvements increase
adaptability, facilitate
return to rice/shrimp,
intensification

Low experience
narrows latitude
of possible
systems

Poor water quality
reduces yields,
stability

Long experience
improves
adaptability and
latitude of
cropping systems

Fresh water
increases
reversibility of
change between
fresh-, salt-water
systems

Mỹ
Xuyên

Đầm Dơi

Vĩnh
Châu

Infrastructure
abandonment greatly
reduces resistance to
transformation to
shrimp monoculture

Low experience
reduces latitude
of possible
systems
N/A (Capital
availability
replaces
experience)

Low initial
resistance to
conversion;
subsequent high
resistance, narrow
latitude due to
salinization

Commodity
prices

Land use policy
Allowing rice/shrimp
expands latitude of
cropping

Price swings
encourage
transformation
(rice to shrimp or
shrimp to rice),
sometimes
reducing
resilience to
future change

Reduces resistance to
transformation into
shrimp monoculture
while moderating this
trend with zoning
Increases
transformability
(Initiates chain of
events leading to
change in water
management, land
use, resultant
ecological
conditions)

Effects on system resilience

could pursue a narrower range of production options in an increasingly salinized soil and
water environment.
The key factors in this shift were the relaxation of land use policy and
simultaneous abandonment of salinity-control infrastructures in 1999-2000. The
operation of salinity-control infrastructures in Đầm Dơi and Vĩnh Châu first resisted
landscape transformation, then their abandonment greatly accelerated system
transformability. The improvement of water delivery and drainage in Mỹ Xuyên
contributed to that district’s ability to intensify shrimp culture while sustaining
rice/shrimp rotation, improving adaptability.
Land use liberalization in Đầm Dơi and Vĩnh Châu led to the rapid abandonment
of fresh-water production, and in this sense it contributed to reduced resistance to system
transformation. The same policy liberalization occurred in the rice/shrimp areas studied
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in Mỹ Xuyên and Trần Văn Thời, but with different effects: the liberalization of land use
reduced resistance to conversion to shrimp monoculture in parts of Mỹ Xuyên, while it
widened the latitude of rice-cropping systems to incorporate shrimp in Trần Văn Thời.
These different effects are attributable to more favorable natural hydrological regimes,
land zoning for rice/shrimp, the differential operation of infrastructures, and farmer
experiences. As with other single factors in land use/farming systems change, land
liberalization did not act alone but in concert with other drivers of change, in
geographically-specific ways, across the coastal Mekong Delta. Figure Thirteen
illustrates the connections between these factors over time in the making of distinctive
landscape change trajectories at the four studied locales.
Overall, two broad trends in landscape dynamics are evident: Land use and
farming systems in some areas are flexible but fickle – exhibiting rapidly reversible
changes while lacking stability, at the same time that others are stable but rigid – making
them more vulnerable to market shocks and relatively incapable of shifting away from
existing cropping systems. Those areas presently doing shrimp monoculture are largely
the result of a precipitous switch from one stable, rigid regime - fresh water polders
behind salinity-control structures that did not allow any shift toward salt-water
aquaculture - to another that poses daunting obstacles to any reconversion to prior land
uses. Contemporary rice/shrimp areas are generally the legacy of more gradual changes
to landscapes with longer experience with shrimp farming in concert with agriculture,
and while these localities have demonstrated greater instability in land use/farming
systems, they have also shown a much stronger degree of reversibility in change
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trajectories. Land use decisions in these places are akin to a revolving door that one may
go through readily in either direction, while dedicated shrimp areas’ experience has been
more like a door that, once passed through, locks behind you. So while all these locations
were affected by the political-economic drivers of commodity price trends and land use
liberalization in 1999-2000, they have strongly different emergent qualities, some of
which can be traced back to before those years (i.e. natural hydrological regime, farmer
experience and crop diversification) and others that came about after conversion to
shrimp (like soil salinization and aquaculture intensification).
These broad trends exhibit path dependence, self-reinforcing processes wherein
earlier patterns strengthen likely future outcomes. Rice/shrimp systems, especially those
established years before the main shrimp boom of 2000, have sustained a breadth of
production options. Greater fresh water availability contributes to these places’ ability to
rotate fresh- and salt-water crops, while the continuity of cropping patterns and
infrastructures provides institutional, experiential and ecological boundaries that have
thus far prevented any lasting conversion of the landscape towards either extreme at the
exclusion of the other. Shrimp monoculture systems, by contrast, were established
rapidly, generally without the benefit of producer experience and saw the abandonment
of extant water management regimes. This led to a cascade of environmental changes that
bolstered the dominance of shrimp by making other farming systems ineffective,
deepening the commitment of producers to continued shrimp monoculture and
salinization. Greater capital availability and/or farmer experience contribute to the
intensification of shrimp culture, which improves the resilience of farming systems
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against biophysical threats while increasing vulnerability to economic ones. Likewise,
areas where farmer experience and capital availability are low suffer from greater
environmental risks and lower and more unstable productivity, limiting their ability to
improve.
Commodity instability in the 2000s limited the effectiveness of land-use planning,
rural development programs and farmer-initiated innovations in the coastal delta.
Participatory land-use planning efforts in one coastal district of Bạc Liêu province (van
Mensvoort and Tri 2002; Trung 2006) were successful in their own terms but were
largely overwhelmed by the wave of land conversion that shifted almost the entire project
area to shrimp monoculture. As one of the Vietnamese researchers involved explained to
me during a 2009 interview,
“We have a lot of plans, but in the end the farmer’s the one who ‘wins’ –
they decide land use based on its benefits to them and their technical
capacity ... Local governments have zoning, but when farmers break those
rules, they can’t solve the problems. There are socio-economic reasons,
farmers are too poor to be fined [or else the local government wants the
change] ...
If the market is stable, land use is stable, but we first had too much rice,
then shrimp, and now fish! That’s why I stopped thinking about land use
planning in Việt Nam. Our farmers have a short vision, they change today
and change again tomorrow.”
A Vietnamese fisheries scientist explained to me in 2008 that land-use planning in the
shrimp sector:
“should be [done] first, but it’s last! The shrimp industry’s been developed
for ten years or more, and now there’s planning, but the ponds, the whole
system is constructed already, so it’s difficult … how can they redesign
their systems? I ask local government officials and farmers, ‘What
happens if the shrimp industry collapses?’ They have no answer.”
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While the development of integrated farming systems in the Mekong Delta, including
Integrated Agriculture-Aquaculture (IAA), has seen some significant if still-modest
successes in recent decades (Tanaka 1995; Bosma et al. 2005; Nhan et al. 2007; Phong et
al. 2008), the overall trend in the coastal areas researched here has been the reduction of
farming system components and expansion of shrimp monoculture. The technical
hurdles of salt-water integrated farming systems are considerable (Troell 2009), making
the development of such systems that much harder for coastal producers in the Mekong
Delta.
The continued existence of rice/shrimp farming, perhaps the most successful
multiple cropping system in the coastal zone, faces serious challenges as well.
Commodity price trends have demonstrated their ability to significantly boost, or
undermine, the growing of rice and shrimp together in this region. The threshold of
change beyond which rice/shrimp cannot be reestablished or only with great difficulty is
hard to estimate, but may likely have been crossed in some regions, like Cái Nước, Cà
Mau where despite many farmers’ desire to reintroduce the crop throughout the decade
(Tho et al. 2008), the provincial agriculture department’s plan to 2015 calls for the retreat
of the rice/shrimp zone from the entire district (Cà Mau Agriculture and Rural
Development Department 2007). Climate change and sea-level rise threaten to push more
saline water into the Mekong Delta as changing rainfall patterns and rising dams reduce
downstream flows in the Mekong River basin (Wassmann et al. 2004; Hoa et al. 2007),
making for more precarious conditions for existing salinity-affected parts of the delta and
conceivably exposing more inland areas to such conditions.
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The condemnation of command-and-control natural resource management
(Holling and Meffe 1996; Allison and Hobbs 2004) in the resilience literature in favor of
adaptive management and local experimentation (Gunderson et al. 1995) is being
balanced by the growing appreciation of the destructive tendency political-economic
shocks have with respect to resilience (Young et al. 2006). Echoing concepts of uneven
development (Smith 1984) and accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2003), Armitage
and Johnson (2006:15) argue that for coastal regions under contemporary economic
globalization, “…the loss of resilience at local scales is a function of the resilience of the
global capitalist market system.” Such an uneven development of resilience and
vulnerability, where coastal people and landscapes are marooned before the rising tide of
crisis while capital rides out the storm, can be seen in the Mekong Delta, where
escalating price instability in the 2000s brought prosperity to some rural producers and
real income gains to most, but eventually mired the vast majority in a chaotic economic
situation from which no clear way forward was evident. Stabilizing commodity price
volatility would contribute to making prices a sustaining, rather than a disrupting, factor
in landscape change and improve the efficacy of efforts to achieve social and ecological
resilience in this coastal region.
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Abstract
The network of firms making up the Mekong Delta shrimp sector are articulated through
a variety of socially embedded relationships, meaning they reflect interpersonal networks
and social structures manifested in historically and geographically specific ways. The
large majority of producers practicing extensive shrimp farming are linked with
international markets through informal ties with input suppliers, with whom they have
ties based on interpersonal trust, and shrimp buyers, a relationship marked by weak
loyalties and opportunism. More capitalized intensive growers have closer linkages with
buyers and suppliers, but these relationships are often even more dependent on trust and
reciprocity. Shrimp processors operate through long-term informal relations with foreign
importers based on quality and consistency, formal contracts with a few large growers,
and competitive spot buying from wholesalers. This variegated network of relationships
has several emergent effects. Farmers bear the brunt of price shocks, but processors lack
quality assurance and traceability. Efforts to link value chain participants into closer,
more formal affiliations, as in contract farming or product certification, must pay
attention to the social embeddedness of inter-firm relationships and how they affect
commodity chain governance.
Introduction
The concepts of commodity chains and production networks provide a framework
for analyzing the social and geographical systems through which products are harvested,
processed, shipped, sold and consumed. Commodity chains not only show the material
transformations that products undergo throughout the production cycle, but the social
relations of the people that participate in the network – both the relations between people
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working in one ‘node,’ such as employees and managers in a factory or intra-family
relationships of agrarian producers, as well as the relations between nodes, as in between
producers and buyers or exporters and retailers.
The most prominent literature on commodity chains is associated with the term
Global Value Chains (GVC), representative works in this genre being Gereffi (1994;
1996), Gereffi and Kaplinsky (2001) and Gereffi et al. (2005). GVCs - spatially- and
socially-extensive networks of firms that supply, process, distribute and eventually sell
commodities - identifies four primary elements of such chains: (1) An input-output
structure, (2) territorial configuration, (3) governance structure and (4) institutional
framework.
Governance of GVCs is crucial to the coordination of far-flung and nominally
independent producers (Little and Watts 1994; Gereffi et al. 2005; Henderson et al. 2002;
Wrigley et al. 2005), the control of labor (Kelly 2001), and the consistency and quality of
output for the driving firms in the chain (Mansfield 2003). Toward these ends,
transnationals have turned to contract farming and a multitude of product and process
standards and certifications (Little and Watts 1994; Grossman 1998; Bassett 2001;
Oosterveer 2007) to reduce transaction costs, externalize or manage risks, increase the
systemic efficiency of the value chain and their share of the rents accruing to it.
Institutional frameworks are those formal or informal norms that structure how the value
chain functions, such as international tariff and quota policies (Ponte 2002; Curran and
Cooke 2008), gender, race and caste structuring of workforces (Ramamurthy 2000;
Rammohan and Sundaresan 2003), private certification and labeling schemes
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(Mutersbaugh 2004; Muradian and Pelupessy 2005; Neilson 2008), and sectoral business
cultures and prevailing styles of inter-firm relationship (Lee 1999; Kagawa and Bailey
2006).
One of the salient policy prescriptions flowing out of value chain studies is
‘upgrading,’ or the adoption of higher value-added production and/or a greater role in
chain governance by firms, industrial clusters, or regions (Gereffi 1999; Gibbon 2001;
Kaplinsky and Morris 2002; Humphrey and Schmitz 2004). Drawing on this literature,
several international development agencies are promoting the integration of marginal
agrarian producers into transnational agri-food value chains (Kaplinsky and Readman
2001; Humphrey and GTZ 2005; World Bank Foreign Investment Advisory Service
2007).
The welfare consequences to peripheral agrarian producers from contracting,
product standards, and other forms of integration into global value chains are quite
heterogeneous and often ambiguous (Little and Watts 1994; Key and Runsten 1999;
Mutersbaugh 2005; Minten et al. 2009; Dries et al. 2009). One possible reason for such
heterogeneity is the role of social embeddedness in the economic relationships making up
commodity chains and their governance.
The social embeddedness of the economy (Granovetter 1985; Zukin and
DiMaggio 1990; Grabher 1993; Yeung 2003) is the postulate that economic behavior is
affected by non-economic social forces bearing on particular firms or the broader
contexts they operate in. Embeddedness can be applied to commodity chains, conceiving
of them as historically / geographically constituted processes, not established facts
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(Marsden et al. 2000). Tracing their evolution provides insight into the institutional
contexts through which the power relations inherent in chain governance are constructed,
contested and restructured. Rammohan and Sundaresan (2003:905) refer to this as
socially embedding the commodity chain:
“Socially embedding the commodity chain refers to mapping the social
linkages of production and movement of commodities. It recognizes that
no commodity chain is born in a vacuum and views the relations of
materials and women in a commodity chain as deeply entrenched in the
social milieu of class, caste, and gender. The specific attributes of the
chain are shaped by the disparate elements of the varied societies through
which they traverse.”
Rammohan and Sundaresan (2003), Ramamurthy (2000) and Ponte and Ewert (2009)
contextualize how agro-food commodity chains in India, Japan, and South Africa
evolved, demonstrating that processes of colonialism, patriarchy, racism, and labor
struggle shape the contours of commodity chains and the appropriation of value flowing
through them by various social groups, including the most marginal and poorlyremunerated workers. The strategy of upgrading is critiqued by these authors, who show
that some instances of upgrading increase exploitation and reduce worker power
(Rammohan and Sundaresan 2003), or expose producers to greater market risks (Ponte
and Ewert 2009), while in other situations struggles have prevented or provoked product
upgrading, shaping it so as to gain higher incomes and more control over the labor
process (Rammamurthy 2000).
Commodity chains operate through multiple and diverse inter-firm relationships
that are socially embedded in often non-market, qualitative aspects of economic behavior.
Rather than a single driver or mode of governance, value networks are tied together by
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multiple governance processes between certain segments of the network (Gibbon and
Ponte 2005) that may not follow any overall network logic or act in the interests of other
firms in the chain. Ostensibly capitalist economies contain a wide diversity of actual
economic exchanges (Gibson-Graham 2006). Alongside formal business relations
embodied in written contracts, legal requirements, codes of conduct and product
specifications informal business networks (Sako 1992; Yeung 1997; Agnes 2000) based
on personal regard, trust, ethnic or family ties, reciprocity or mutual interdependence
coexist in value chains.
A mix of socially-embedded economic relations (both formal and informal)
between various enterprises and people characterize contemporary agri-food networks.
Inter-firm relationships are often based on interpersonal relations of trust and regard (Lee
1999; Sage 2003; Hinrichs 2008), or highly formalized and impersonal relations based on
quality standards, contracting or procurement and marketing for distant markets
(Mutersbaugh 2002; Higgins et al. 2008; Hatanaka 2010). Meeting international
standards may involve considerable social negotiation among producers, such as the
building up and maintenance of trust necessary to mobilize unpaid cooperative labor
(Mutersbaugh 2004). Changing political contexts and legal precedents articulate with
interpersonal relationships between farm owners and sharecroppers, altering those
relationships in uneven ways based on levels of cultural solidarity or difference and
economic independence or dependence (Wells 2000). Growers prioritize meeting the
food safety regulations of their major export markets, leading to agri-chemical use
practices in their fields that bring about high rates of violation in minor markets with
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different standards (Galt 2009). While product labels, certifications and industry
standards are apparently transparent and universal, knowledge about and power over
them are unevenly distributed within the commodity chain and circulate through
interpersonal networks (Morgan and Murdoch 2000; Hughes 2000; Kleine 2008;
Hatanaka 2010). Different sustainable coffee certification schemes – exercise varying
degrees of coordination with producers, and are engaged with by some groups of
producers over others, such as those with smaller land areas or greater capitalization
(Muradian and Pelupessy 2005; Linton 2008).
As with other social relationships, the interactions between commodity chain
participants are marked by the differential power they wield towards each other, qualities
such as trust, reciprocity or regard (or the absence thereof) in those relationships, and the
specific geographic contexts in which they play out. While the GVC literature has
acknowledged such issues to an extent, questions of power and embeddedness have
received much greater attention from the Global Production Networks (GPN) perspective
(Henderson et al. 2002; Hess and Coe 2006; Hess and Yeung 2006) and the related field
of relational economic geography (Dicken et al. 2001; Bathelt and Glückler 2003; Coe et
al. 2004; Yeung 2005b; Bathelt 2006). What these scholars have done is incorporate the
insights from the ‘cultural turn’ in economic geography, the social embeddedness
perspective, and issues of power into the study of commodity chains and their
governance. The GPN perspective (Coe et al. 2004; Weller 2006:1250) incorporates
GVC’s emphasis on spatially-extensive interconnections between places (although see
Bair and Gereffi 2001 and Samstad and Pipkin 2005 on ‘clusters in chains’) and the
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industrial cluster/agglomeration literature (as in Storper 1997) which focuses on local,
embodied bases of business performance. GPN argues that both connectedness and
clustering processes are important determinants of economic geography.
This paper applies the social embeddedness of the economy to inter-firm
relationships in a regional production network in order to understand how those
relationships affect how shrimp are produced in and exported from Việt Nam’s Mekong
Delta. Some prevailing relationships are marked by a lack of trust, social distance and
formality, others by cheating and deception. Still others are marked by more cooperative,
trusting, and equal relations. The resultant heterogeneous network of inter-firm relations
is related to the historical constitution of the Mekong Delta as an agro-export economy,
one where large numbers of independent household producers are articulated with
international markets through gradations of middlemen linking them to large export
firms. This variegated network of relationships has several emergent effects: Farmers
bear the brunt of price shocks, but processors lack quality assurance and traceability;
networks of shrimp adulterators repeatedly crop up among the sector’s middlemen,
damaging the sector’s reputation. Efforts to link value chain participants into closer, more
formal affiliation, as in contract farming or certification, must pay attention to these
historically and geographically-constituted relationships and how they affect commodity
chain governance.
The paper describes the consequences of these multiple relationships for the
commodity chain as a whole, such as governance and product quality. It concludes by
noting that ‘raw deals’ can equally be the result of socially-embedded economic
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relationships as equitable, inclusive outcomes and that efforts to link the multiple
‘houses’ in the Mekong Delta shrimp sector should make more explicit the relations of
power in the commodity chain that lead to bad outcomes for small producers and the
sector’s leading firms alike. Ironically, while ‘cooperation’ is a slogan associated with the
uplift of the poor and collective action, in this economic sector cooperation acts to
reproduce inequalities and marginalization – it is the most wealthy and already wellconnected producers who have the strongest cooperative relationships in the network,
while the poorer and more marginal are excluded. However, this exclusion ironically
makes it exceedingly difficult for the region’s processing/exporting firms to meet
escalating demands from international buyers for product quality and traceability.
Research methods and sites
Several methods were utilized to collect data on inter-firm relationships in this
production network. The primary methodology employed was semi-structured
interviewing of a purposive sample of economic actors in the farmed shrimp sector,
including business owners, processing plant managers, and shrimp farmers. The number,
location, and type of production network actors interviewed are listed in Table One.
Interviews were conducted by the author and a research assistant in late 2008. Topics
included personal histories of working in the sector, current business practices and
conditions, and that firm’s relationships with other businesses in the sector. In addition to
asking who firms interacted with and what was exchanged between them, interview
participants were asked why they held those relationships with those firms and, more
generally, what forms of cooperation and conflict were prevalent in the shrimp business.
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Secondary data was also collected from provincial newspaper archives dating back to
2000, with a focus on input and shrimp prices, product quality, credit, and examples of
cooperation and conflict among sectoral firms. Statistical data was also obtained from
provincial authorities on shrimp production, exports, and earnings.
Research was conducted primarily in two Mekong Delta provinces, Cà Mau and
Sóc Trăng, where the farmed shrimp industry has a strong presence. The former province
is the leading producer of farmed shrimp in Việt Nam and is a regional shrimp processing
hub while the latter is the third-largest producer by volume, the province with the largest

Table One. Semi-structured interviews
conducted with shrimp production network
actors.
Extensive shrimp farmer
Intensive shrimp farmer
Shrimp buyer (collector or dealer)
Shrimp buyer (trading company)
Shrimp fry dealer
Input supplier
Shrimp processor
Local government (People’s Committee)
Local government (Agriculture, Fisheries
Department or Extension)

Cà
Mau
8*
2
2

Sóc
Trăng

Cần
Thơ

Sài
Gòn

Totals

3
1
2
2

5*
2
1
1
5
3
2

8
7
4
1
4
6
5
4

6

8

14

1
1
Trade association (VASEP)
1
1
Foreign importer (Japan)
8
1
9
Academic
26
27
8
3
64
Totals
* One local government official was also an extensive shrimp farmer, and one
shrimp buyer was also an intensive farmer. Those interviewees are counted twice here.

area of intensive and semi-intensive production nationally, and is also a center for shrimp
processing for export. Additional interviews were also done in Cần Thơ City in the
central delta and Hồ Chí Minh City.
The historical constitution of the Mekong Delta as an agro-export region
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Agrarian production networks in the contemporary Vietnamese Mekong Delta are
structured by modes of governance and institutional frameworks derived from the
historical development of commodity production there. The delta has a long-standing but
frequently reworked engagement with export agriculture, an engagement that strongly
articulated agrarian producers with global markets but kept those producers relatively
disarticulated from each other and reliant on intermediate firms that connect them to
exporters.
An agricultural frontier that became a major rice exporting region in the late 19th
Century following French colonization, Mekong Delta society was constituted around
commodity production for international markets (Brocheux 2009; Sansom 1970:18-34).
This engagement with export agriculture was initially achieved through a system of
tenant farming in which landlords, in league with Sài Gòn rice merchants, gathered paddy
rice and cash rents from tenants and conveyed rice and capital to the export market and
the colonial state. While the landlord-tenant relationship allowed for the settlement of
vast areas of the Delta and their integration into global trade networks, the gross
inequalities of the system and sharp contraction of tenant incomes following the crash of
rice prices in the Great Depression led to rebellion against tenancy and colonial rule in
the Mekong Delta from 1930 on (Scott 1976:120-7; Brocheux 2009:151-185).
Việt Minh and National Liberation Front land redistribution and anti-landlord
violence effectively destroyed tenancy in parts of the Mekong Delta between 1946 and
the mid-1960s and greatly reduced rents (from 50% of the crop before 1945 to 5-10% by
1966) in all but the most government-controlled districts (Sansom 1970:61). This
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blunting of landlord power, combined with the severe disruption of production by war,
greatly reduced rice surpluses available for export, necessitating large rice imports into
South Việt Nam in the late 1960s (Sansom 1970:22; Dacy 1986:72-5).
Several sweeping changes altered the agricultural system in the Mekong Delta
between 1967 and 1975. Technical innovations – the portable low-horsepower water
pump, High-Yielding Varieties (HYVs) of rice, and cheap fertilizer (1/3rd the world
market price in 1970 due to U.S. subsidies to the South Vietnamese currency) - allowed
farmers in some hydrologically-advantageous regions to greatly boost rice production
(Sansom 1970; Fukui 1974; Dacy 1986:77). The motor pump’s improvement of
irrigation, combined with lucrative urban markets boosted by migration from the
countryside and rapid inflation (Logan 1971) opened up opportunities for high value
vegetable production to delta farmers near Sài Gòn and outside Việt Cộng-controlled
territory. By contrast, Communist zones and the remote coastal and interior of the delta
(often the same locations) did not experience these changes. In such places, transport was
difficult, new production opportunities not yet realizable due to poor infrastructure and
insecurity, and daily life often so dangerous that many residents migrated to escape the
fighting (Elliott 2007:335-53).
In addition to reduced landlord exactions, during the war farmers in the Mekong
Delta gained a larger share of their crops’ market value as control of rice marketing by
large merchants broke down and farmers diversified crops, sold directly to local markets
under conditions of high prices and limited surpluses, and utilized decentralized
motorbike and truck transport to reach urban customers (Sansom 1970:75-103).
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Following on Communist land distribution and rent-reduction campaigns, the South
Vietnamese land reforms of the mid-1950s did little to change the overall situation of
land tenure in the Delta, but the 1970 Land to the Tiller Law formally broke the tenancy
system, giving legal, permanent title to as much as three hectares to any delta household,
redistributing about 1 million hectares throughout South Việt Nam (Callison 1983). Land
reform, nascent agricultural intensification, and new commercial opportunities promoted
the ‘middle peasantization’ of the Mekong Delta’s former tenants, neutralizing class
differences based on land tenure, reinforcing the centrality of household labor by
independent smallholders in the region’s agrarian structure, and opening up new venues
for economic differentiation based on the ownership of equipment and capital and market
access (Watts 1998:468; Elliott 2007:364-76).
The reunification of Việt Nam in 1975 at first interrupted then reaffirmed these
trends. In 1977-78 the national government advanced a collectivization policy in the
Mekong intended to rework the prevailing pattern of individual land use and tenure and
decentralized marketing of produce into a system of rural cooperatives and collective
farms receiving inputs and delivering surpluses through State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs).
This system, implemented in North Việt Nam after 1955 (Kerkvliet 2006), failed in the
South, most spectacularly in the Mekong Delta, where in 1986 just 6% of farmers
belonged to a cooperative, compared to 89% on the Central Coast and 99% in the Red
River Delta (Pingali and Xuan 1992:700). Shortages of farm traction and agri-chemical
inputs, disruption of land tenure, and farmer resistance to cooperatives in the delta
contributed to a serious decline in Vietnamese rice production, leading to the initiation of
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a series of national policy reforms that gradually reoriented Việt Nam’s agricultur e
around household control of land use and production and private markets for farm inputs
and outputs. The first reform, Directive 100-CT (Contract 100) issued in 1981, assigned
production quotas to households who could use any surplus above the quota as they
wished (Pingali and Xuan 1992; Watts 1998:473). The second round of reforms in 1988
centered on ‘Contract 10,’ giving households long-term land use rights, later codified in
the 1993 Land Law (Marsh et al. 2006:18-25).
By the early 1990s, Mekong Delta farm lands had been essentially returned to
their circa 1975 owners, cooperatives had all but disappeared, and the liberalization of
rice procurement and trading gave private businesses equal footing with state enterprises
after Ordinance 193 legalized an already-thriving private market in agricultural inputs
across the Delta (Pingali and Xuan 1992:708-10). Before the reforms of the mid-1980s,
less than 3% of rice was sold through private traders. A decade later those traders
controlled over 95% of the market, buying the surplus paddy of several million farm
households and channeling it through more than 5,000 local rice mills supplying a
handful of exporters, mostly SOEs (Khiem 2001:223).
What followed was a boom in rice acreage, production, and exports, in which the
Mekong Delta was the preeminent region in not only returning Việt Nam to selfsufficiency, but making it one of the world’s preeminent rice exporters (Pingali and Xuan
1992; Minot and Goletti 1998). The commodity network linking the delta’s rice farmers
to the world was grounded in smallholder production by family farmers connected to
many distant and differently-organized economic actors. Producers bought fertilizer and
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pesticides from small private shops linked to agribusiness firms, got credit by mortgaging
their land-use certificates from provincial agricultural banks, pumped water and threshed
rice using equipment rented from wealthy farmers, and hired labor drawn from their
poorer neighbors. They sold raw rice to a myriad of petty traders, millers and wholesalers
who transported it down the canals and up the roads to the large state-owned exporters
and their new private competition. This agro-export production network functioned
through a spontaneously-constituted universe of middlemen that articulated an atomized
mass of household producers with national and world markets.
Vietnamese agri-food networks are thus marked by heterogeneity among their
components, each of which has undergone considerable transition (de Vylder and Fforde
1996). Despite their antagonism to the old system of cooperatives, farmers actively
sought to cooperate in a variety of production tasks, usually through informal clubs,
production or cooperative teams (Fforde 2001). Efforts to reorganize ‘new-style
cooperatives’ under the provisions of the 1996 Cooperatives Law have found modest
success in the delivery of technical services and inputs but have been largely
unsuccessful as a means of standardizing and upgrading the quality of farm produce and
its distribution (Kazunari 2001; Marsh et al. 2006:159). The equitization of SOEs ramped
up considerably during the early 2000s, improving their competitiveness and
capitalization, while the Vietnamese government retained regulations governing their
activities like a price floor and export quota for rice within a broadly liberalized trading
regime (Minot and Goletti 1998; Marsh et al. 2006:147-55). Việt Nam’s rice export
policies are widely considered to have been be successful in protecting against
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commodity price shocks and reducing regional income inequality (Dawe 2001), even by
commentators generally critical of agricultural price controls (Ghosh and Whalley 2004;
Rashid et al. 2007).
New challenges facing Vietnamese agro-food networks and attempted solutions
The marked rise in agricultural production and the restructuring of agri-food
marketing channels led to new challenges such as improving product value and quality.
While Việt Nam became a major exporter of seafood, rice, and coffee between 1990 and
2000, the quality of these goods, and thus the prices they fetched in world markets,
remained low (Zweig et al. 2005:38-46; Loc 2006; USDA Foreign Agricultural Service
2001a, 2001b; World Bank 2004; Eakin et al. 2009). Quality improvement faced
difficulties arising from the very factors that made the export boom possible: The small
scale and huge number of primary producers and the decentralized, unregulated network
of private middlemen that connected them to exporters. Imbalances of supply and
demand, limited credit and extension available to producers, inefficient use of inputs and
high production costs, widely varying quality of produce and poor product handling,
storage and processing added up to a serious hindrance to international competitiveness
(Son 2001:58-68; Khiem 2001). Compounding these problems were inefficiencies due to
limited technology and expertise with value-added products by the SOEs still in control
of food manufacturing (Minot 1998; Fforde 2004a). While Southern Việt Nam was
quicker to develop private trading and distribution systems than the North (Fforde
2004b), even high-value markets like the Hồ Chí Minh City vegetable trade remain
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overwhelmingly informal, lacking the traceability, quality assurance, and standardization
expected in modernized value chains like those for supermarkets (Cadilhon et al. 2006).
The experience of the 2000s combined great export success for Vietnamese
agriculture and the exposure of the agricultural system’s vulnerabilities in the global
market. Exports continued to be plagued by quality and infrastructural problems.
Fluctuations in international commodity prices like that of rice, coffee, and seafood
affected those sectors. Throughout the decade, the promulgation of retailer-driven
standards, certifications, and traceability in global agri-food production networks and
importing country Sanitary and Phyto-Sanitary (SPS) trade barriers put increasing stress
on Vietnamese exporters to either restructure their systems of supply or else not only lose
new markets but risk losing their ability to export at all (Tien and Griffiths 2006; Nhuong
et al. 2006). In 2008, the global food, energy, and financial crises disrupted exports and
caused wild price fluctuations. Early in the year, Mekong Delta rice growers planted
Figure
One.
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record quantities as prices doubled in just six months, expecting to recover their also
record costs due to high input prices. The decline in rice prices later in the year (Figure
One) led to large financial losses by exporters selling to foreign buyers under contract,
which rippled back through the commodity chain as a severe credit squeeze, the inability
or unwillingness of exporters to buy more rice, and the piling up of paddy in front of
farmer’s houses in late 2008 for lack of buyers, a situation government purchase of rice
stockpiles only partially mitigated (Lao Động 2008).
The national government’s longer-term responses to these challenges took several
forms, including policies governing banned agri-chemicals and antibiotics, maximum
residue amounts, and other aspects of food safety. Another form of restructuring agrifood production networks was the ‘Linking the Four Houses’ policy. This policy
reflected old and new concerns about the integration of household producers into the
circuits of industrial capital and national modernization, applied to conditions of market
liberalization and globalization. ‘Linking the Four Houses,’ derived from the national
government’s Decision 80/CP issued in mid-2002, seeks to network independent farmers
with business, researchers, and the state (thus the ‘Four Houses’) through measures like
improved agricultural extension, income diversification, and infrastructure
improvements. At the center of the Four Houses program is the promotion of contract
farming to deliver better credit, inputs, technical assistance and prices to the producer in
exchange for higher quality outputs geared closer to specific industry requirements (Báo
Cà Mau 2004b; Hieu 2004). Linking the Four Houses has seen limited success, still
functioning mainly as a slogan and ideal as agribusiness remains reticent to offer
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contracts to all but the largest, most capitalized producers, farmers are equally unwilling
or unable to meet the requirements such linkages would require, and government and
scientific resources to facilitate these associations are inadequate (Hieu 2004).
Evolution of the Mekong Delta farmed shrimp production network
The fisheries and aquaculture sector in the Mekong Delta developed within this
broad institutional framework. Before the liberalization of agricultural factor markets, the
Mekong Delta farmed shrimp sector hardly existed; shrimp farming for export had only
been authorized by the central government in 1987 by Decision 347-CT (Raux et al.
2006:110). The area of shrimp farming in the Mekong Delta expanded significantly after
the restructuring of forest and marginal agricultural lands by Decisions CP-64 of 1993
and CP-02 of 1994 (Smith et al. 2006:18), as mangroves, salt pans, and other areas
deemed of low economic productivity were converted to shrimp aquaculture (Hjortso et
al. 2005). However, the sector suffered serious difficulties in its early years due to
underdeveloped infrastructure and technical support, farmer inexperience, and a series of
disease epidemics. The SOE Seaprodex was established in 1981 with Japanese financial
and technical assistance to export seafood, earning Việt Nam much-needed foreign
exchange (Kagawa and Bailey 2006). Alongside the liberalization of land use and
agricultural marketing that expanded shrimp aquaculture in the Delta in the early 1990s,
Seaprodex was broken up into provincial seafood export companies at this time.
While these steps expanded shrimp exports, the largest boost to the shrimp sector
came in 2000 with the issuance of Directive NQ/CP-09. This directive liberalized land
use policy for low-productivity rice lands, including much of the coastal Mekong Delta,
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which were previously barred from switching uses. Within months, as many as three
hundred thousand hectares in the Mekong Delta were converted to shrimp farming,
hoping to capitalize on record high shrimp prices at the time, to a total of some 480,000
hectares by the end of 2001 (Nhuong et al. 2006).
Rapid growth in farmed shrimp output and exports followed the mass conversion
of land in the Mekong Delta. The value of Vietnamese shrimp exports rose from $662
million in 2000 to $940 million two years later and $1.46 billion in 2006 (Nhuong et al.
2006; USDA Foreign Agricultural Service 2007). Farmed shrimp production in the delta,
making up about three-quarters of the national total, went from 69,000 metric tons in
2000 to 143,000 in 2002 and 287,000 in 2006 (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development 2006:328). At the same time, the destination of Việt Nam’s shrimp exports
underwent significant diversification: 41% of Việt Nam’s fishery exports by value went
to the Japanese market in 1999, but only 27% by 2002; by contrast, U.S. market share
climbed from 14% to 33% during these years (Ministry of Fisheries 2002, in Loc
2006:191). By 2006, under the influence of American anti-dumping tariffs on shrimp and
catfish, the U.S. share fell to 19.8%, and exports to the EU, which had fallen from 9.6%
to 5.3% between 1999 and 2002 due to food safety concerns, rebounded to 21.6% in 2006
(USDA Foreign Agricultural Service 2007).
Contemporary challenges in the development of the Mekong Delta shrimp sector
The success of Việt Nam’s shrimp exports notwithstanding, this sector faces
serious challenges involving product quality at several interconnected points within the
production network. Weak coordination in Việt Nam’s fisheries commodity chains is
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credited as one of the major obstacles to quality improvement and other forms of
upgrading (Tien and Griffiths 2006; Loc et al. 2007). Compared to other major exporting
nations like Thailand, Việt Nam’s shrimp sector has a range of vulnerabilities that make
quality assurance or improvement difficult. The shrimp hatchery sector, producing
shrimp larvae for growers, developed rapidly and without a high technical level in
thousands of ‘mom and pop’ enterprises, consequently distributing a large amount of
diseased shrimp fry to growers as well as sometimes banned chemicals and antibiotics
which can contaminate shrimp. Further, the aforementioned small scale and large number
of grow-out farms meant that producer technical expertise is low, the ability to train
growers in farming practices or the proper use of chemicals limited, and the transaction
cost of linking growers with the processing sector by way of contracts prohibitively high.
As a result, shrimp have frequently entered the value chain contaminated with antibiotics
and other chemicals, infected with a variety of pathogens dangerous to humans, or
stunted by disease problems. Traceability of the origins of shrimp, shrimp fry, and
aquaculture inputs is often difficult or impossible due to the large number of actors in the
value network and the informal nature of their transactions, greatly complicating the
detection of risks or their correction.
Apart from risks originating with farmers, the large number of shrimp dealers
buying their product can also harm shrimp quality: Buyers may not add sufficient ice or
otherwise maintain shrimp quality, and some have been known to add chemical
adulterants to shrimp to increase their weight or preserve them from spoilage. Strong
buying competition among processors, who generally lack enough product to run their

191

plants at full capacity, means that even questionable shrimp tend to eventually find a
buyer somewhere (Zweig et al. 2005; Loc 2006:65-8).
The dependence on smallholder production and a capillary buying network makes
the assurance of raw shrimp quality by processors difficult, but they also face quality
problems inside their factories, ranging from improper storage of shrimp to old and
inefficient processing technology that introduces infection hazards to a lack of familiarity
in producing higher value-added products (Loc 2006:68-73; Kagawa and Bailey 2006). In
2000 the majority of the 272 shrimp processors and exporters operating in Việt Nam were
SOEs owned by provincial governments, usually undercapitalized and lacking modern
equipment (Kagawa and Bailey 2006:312). Most have been equitized in recent years,
allowing them to draw greater sums of investment capital and improve their performance,
but quality problems remain.
In combination, these quality challenges have done considerable damage to
Vietnamese shrimp’s international market access and reputation: In 2002, 38% of shrimp
exporters surveyed had some shrimp returned or destroyed for quality problems,
primarily for antibiotic, chemical, and bacterial contamination (Loc 2003). The EU
imposed 100% inspection for the potent antibiotic chloramphenicol on shrimp imports
from Việt Nam in 2001-02, reducing Việt Nam’s EU shrimp exports by 87% in the first
half of 2002 (Zweig et al. 2005:8). Market access to Japan was threatened by antibiotic
contamination discovered in 2005-06, leading to strict inspection of all Vietnamese
shrimp.
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The primary measures taken to improve the quality of Vietnamese shrimp are the
adoption of international and national standards and certifications and attempts at
heightened coordination among actors in the value chain. Most Mekong Delta shrimp
processors had attained the more basic process standards like HACCP (Hazard Analysis
and Critical Control Point) as of 2006, but few had the newer and more stringent
standards like those of the British Retail Council (BRC), European retailers’ EurepGAP,
or the Better Aquaculture Practices (BAP) standard of the Aquaculture Certification
Council, a body associated with large U.S. seafood retailers (Loc 2006:57). By 2007,
only eight Vietnamese seafood exporters had attained the latter certification (USDA
Foreign Agricultural Service 2007). So while quality has improved overall, significant
differences among exporters remain, especially between equitized and private companies,
the latter perceived by some Japanese buyers to focus more on quality (Interview data
2008).
More challenging is the coordination of the shrimp sector’s different actors to
comply with these standards. There have been pilot projects to implement BAP, organic
shrimp, and EurepGAP standards in small areas and on some State Forestry-Fishery
Enterprises in the Mekong Delta, but their implementation by a significant segment of
producers remains a problem – by 2008 just 1.1% of Viet Nam’s shrimp farming area
was certified or seeking certification under these standards (Tien and Griffiths 2006).
More likely than the generalization of standards is differential adoption, integrating a
growing number of intensive producers but compounding the marginalization of
undercapitalized, extensive producers in the value chain. Again, coordination among
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actors and between nodes in the value chain is recognized by Vietnamese and
international agencies as a central obstacle:
“While implementation of effective sanitary and phyto-sanitary (SPS)
measures in the shrimp sector will enable the country to remain
competitive on international markets, the implications for poorer farmers
could be significant. The implementation of HACCP and food safety
management at the farm level requires knowledge and skills and
investment in infrastructure and extension. Poorest producers – due to
limited human, social, financial assets – are likely to find it most
difficult.” (Zweig et al. 2005:38).
In 2008 the region’s shrimp sector experienced perhaps the most serious crisis in
its history. As the global financial crisis came on, international demand for shrimp
declined and shrimp prices fell to the lowest level ever seen in the delta (Figure One). At
the same time input prices, driven up by the global energy price spike, rose rapidly, and
credit became more expensive or simply became unavailable due to high inflation and
national fiscal austerity policies. As many farmers sought to cut their losses by reducing
expenses and extensifying production, price pressures were felt throughout the
production network among buyers, processors, input providers and shrimp fry dealers.
These pressures altered many inter-firm relationships in the sector but reinforced other
pre-existent economic ties.
Structure of the contemporary shrimp sector in two Mekong Delta provinces
The paper focuses on the principal commodity chains and social relationships
involved in producing shrimp for export in the Mekong Delta of Việt Nam. The shrimp
production network is composed of several key nodes: (1) Supplying the means of
production required for shrimp aquaculture, (2) the actual production of shrimp, (3) the
buying, transport and sale of raw shrimp, and (4) processing and export. Nine types of
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firms, their owners’ or managers’ origins in the shrimp trade, and recent changes to their
businesses are detailed in Table Three. From these broad categories, eighteen specific
types of social relationships in the Mekong Delta shrimp farming sector were identified
in interviews, appearing in Table Two.
Shrimp farmers – the broad base of the network
Farm-level production lies primarily in the hands of a huge number of household
producers – across the entire region in 2006, more than 290,000 families raised shrimp,
of which which some 30,000 were in Sóc Trăng and over 120,000 in Cà Mau. In addition,
Sóc Trăng had 6,270 commercial aquaculture farms (of all kinds, not only shrimp)
compared to Cà Mau’s 3,356 that year (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development
2006:214, 435). Average shrimp farm size is in both provinces less than three hectares,
considerably smaller in Sóc Trăng where land is more scarce and where 45% of the
province’s 51,700 ha of shrimp ponds were in semi-intensive or intensive production in
2006, compared to just 2-3% of Cà Mau’s 251,900 ha that year (Sóc Trăng Statistics
Department 2008; Cà Mau Statistics Department 2007; Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development 2006:447). The growth in farmed shrimp area, production, and changes in
yields per hectare in these two provinces are detailed in Table Four.
Most shrimp farmers interviewed lived in the same place all their lives and began
growing shrimp between 1998 and 2001, before which almost all grew rice and other
fresh-water crops on their land. The minority of farmers producing shrimp intensively,
meaning at higher densities of fry and using additional feeds and aeration, are those who
did especially well in the initial years of conversion to shrimp, and/or those living in
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districts like Vĩnh Châu in Sóc Trăng where large amounts of capital from the banking
system or within the sector has been invested in intensification. The large majority of
delta shrimp farmers continue to produce extensively, though some have adopted
‘improved extensive’ systems with higher density and some supplemental feeding. In
2007, average margins for farmers 4 were $1.75/kg sold to collectors, a 31% surplus over
their monetized costs (Loc 2009). Cooperation among shrimp farmers is generally
limited, especially among extensive farmers, who while they often exchange advice
informally very seldom organize formally into farmer clubs or cooperative teams to buy
inputs or sell shrimp in bulk. Among intensive farmers, examples of cooperation are
somewhat more prevalent, but only one instance of farmers collaborating to sell their
shrimp to a processor was encountered during fieldwork. The cost/price crisis of 2008
had differential effects on shrimp farmers, reducing the returns for all but causing a more
radical extensification of production by intensive growers. Farmer-to-farmer cooperation
alone, even among these wealthier and better-connected producers, was not considered a
solution to their problems, as expressed by one local government official and shrimp
farmer in Cà Mau:
“A cooperative for selling shrimp here would only share the losses! Most
industrial shrimp producers here took a loss, even though they’re
cooperating. They normally get four tons per hectare, this year they made
six, but they still lost money.”
Shrimp buyers – A central but fractious link in the chain

4

Improved extensive shrimp farmers have lower production costs than semi-intensive and intensive
growers (in 2007, an estimated 30-50,000 VND/kg of harvested shrimp, compared to 50-75,000), giving
them a higher rate of profit than the overall average. Traditional extensive growers have even lower per
unit costs. (Source: Interview data, 2008)
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These producers grow out shrimp to a marketable size, selling them for eventual
export through several pathways (Figure Two, Sinh and Phuong 2006). The most
fractious business relationship of shrimp farmers is that with shrimp buyers, which can be
split into three categories. First are the collectors (thu gom), businesses that buy raw
shrimp from farmers at the pond-side, usually in small quantities (less than 100 kg per
farmer), and pay the lowest prices. In 2006, 44% of raw shrimp by volume was sold to
collectors. Some of these business people were seafood buyers for long before the
conversion to shrimp, but most are locals who are new to the sector, entering the business
after 2000 seeing opportunity in the shrimp trade. Collectors primarily buy from
extensive farmers without the means to profitably transport their small harvest to larger
shrimp dealers and wholesalers, who buy 40% of the total harvest from farmers, usually
those with larger amounts to sell. Dealers - who buy shrimp at a warehouse in the local
district town - pay somewhat more for shrimp harvested by the farmer and shipped to
them (Figures Two and Three).
Dealers also buy about half the collectors’ product, meaning that they collectively
handle just over half of the product that eventually is sold to processors. Dealers are, like
collectors, frequently from the localities where they now work, but unlike them have
succeeded in expanding their business volume to access better markets with higher
prices. The largest buying firms are the trading companies, who deal less with farmers
than collectors and dealers, from whom they buy 7% of Mekong Delta shrimp before
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Table Four. Shrimp aquaculture production, area and average yields for Cà Mau and Sóc
Trăng provinces, 1991–2007.
Category

Location

Farmed shrimp Cà Mau
production
(thousands of
Sóc
metric tons)
Trăng
Shrimp area
(thousands of
hectares) and
yield (metric
tons/ha)

1991

1996

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

23.1

18.3

19.7

42.3

55.3

60.6

62.2

72.9

81.1

88.4

89.7

27.4

42.8

52.7

58.5

11.1

Cà Mau 70 / 0.33 105 / 0.2 91 / 0.2 153 / 0.3 218 / 0.3 239 / 0.3 248 / 0.3 248 / 0.3 248 / 0.3 252 / 0.4 262 / 0.3
Sóc
Trăng

17 / n/a

21 / n/a

33 / 0.3

49 / n/a

42 / n/a

50 / n/a

49 / 0.56

53 / 0.8

52 / 1.0

50 / 1.2

Sources: Cà Mau Statistical Yearbooks (2000-01, 2004-06, 08); Sóc Trăng Statistical
Yearbook (2008); Long (2007)
selling it onto processors. 2007 profits for buyers of all types averaged $0.69/kg, or a
10.8% rate of return (Loc 2009).
What makes shrimp buying contentious is prices: Processors set the effective

199

price ceiling through their buying price, based on current export market conditions; this
price in turn determines how much buyers can offer to farmers. Buyers, while affected by
the cost/price squeeze through processors’ delays in payment and less shrimp production
available to buy, can somewhat insulate themselves from price fluctuations. Buyers take
their profit on the margin between buying and selling prices, not the producer price, so
they are more capable of maintaining a small margin - frequently around 1,000 Việt Nam
Đong (VND) or 5-7 U.S. cents / kg bought – for themselves, unlike growers who cannot
pass off lower prices to
any other business. All
these businesses reported
a more conflictual buying
and selling relationship in
2008, due to tighter
margins causing many
producers to sell their crop

Figure Three. Loading harvested shrimp for transport to a buyer.
Sóc Trăng province, October 2008. Photo by the author.
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at a loss, especially collectors who deal with farmers most directly and pay the lowest
prices to them. The practice of ‘squeezing the price’ (ép giá), meaning paying an
excessively low price in order to reap a higher profit from a desperate or naïve seller, has
been a part of the shrimp trade for years, but accelerated as margins throughout the sector
became thinner. While reported by farmers as an occasional and increasing problem,
‘price squeezing’ also occurs between buyers.
Shrimp fry dealers – High competition, low quality
While extensive farmers still recruit as much as 10% of their eventual shrimp crop
as wild shrimp larvae present in the water they pump into their ponds from nearby canals,
almost all shrimp farmers stock their ponds with hatchery-raised larvae. Fry are usually
obtained either from a hatchery directly or through a dealer (an independently-owned
purveyor of one or more hatcheries’ products). The small towns of the coastal Mekong
Delta are thronged with advertisements from the various brand-name shrimp companies
and shrimp fry dealers’ shop-fronts, where
farmers buy plastic bags of 10,000 larvae each
from the shops’ aerated tanks (Figures Four
Figure Four. Signs advertising shrimp fry
brands, Cà Mau province, September 2008.
Photo by the author.

Figure Five. A bag of black tiger shrimp fry
at a dealer's shop. Cà Mau province,
September 2008. Photo by the author.
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and Five).
The selection of shrimp fry is a frustrating gamble for many farmers, for larvae
are one of the principal vectors through which devastating diseases can enter their ponds,
and for the vast majority of farmers, effective testing for pathogens, especially the most
dangerous viral ones, is impossible. Farmers can choose from a wide variety of brands,
some of which have a better reputation for quality, while others more questionable are
sold for less
Mekong Delta shrimp fry tend to be cheaper, but have a (somewhat unfair)
reputation for bad quality. In the shrimp boom of the early 2000s, hundreds of hatcheries
were hastily thrown up in Cà Mau province alone to meet the huge new demand for
larvae. Less than 10% of these hatcheries had a technician with university training or
certification in hatchery operation. Throughout the 2000s, most shrimp fry checked by
the authorities in the Mekong Delta were infected with MBV, a virus causing slow
growth and weakened shrimp health. However, hatcheries have reduced infection rates
over time, especially of the much more serious White Spot Virus which was once
prevalent in local fry (Báo Sóc Trăng 2004; Báo Cà Mau 2006a, 2006d, 2008). Larvae
from Central Việt Nam are grown in (generally) more technically-proficient hatcheries,
but the long distance from the Center to delta markets makes their provenance and quality
often dubious. Despite these problems, improvements to local shrimp larvae quality, and
their higher cost, (50-55 VND per fry compared to 33-37 for Mekong Delta fry in 2004)
(Báo Cà Mau 2004a), Central Vietnamese larvae retain a better standing among many
Mekong Delta shrimp farmers.
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Shrimp fry sellers interviewed were mostly local people who entered the business
after the conversion of their localities to shrimp farming after 2000. Purchased primarily
at the beginning of the season when farmers tend to have money and months before
repayment could be made at harvest, dealers usually only sell by cash to growers. As a
relatively minor part of the overall cost of shrimp production and a trade marked by large
numbers of outlets, the relationship between shrimp fry dealers and shrimp farmers is not
especially close. Nor are there frequent conflicts or tensions between growers and fry
suppliers – instances of ‘cheating,’ such as selling local fry as Central for a higher price
can occur, but are not a major course of tension. The highly competitive shrimp larvae
business expanded greatly in the early years of shrimp farming, but in 2008 with the
extensification of the industry, farmers bought less of their product and prices in the nowglutted market fell to historic lows (Báo Cà Mau 2009), compounding the effects of high
competition to drive their margins to very low levels.
Input suppliers
One business
relationship where
cooperation is stronger
and more personal is in
the supply of shrimp
farming inputs –
fertilizers, pond treatment
chemicals, shrimp feed,

Figure Six. Veterinary products for shrimp aquaculture at an input
supplier, Cà Mau province, September 2008.
Photo by the author.
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veterinary medicines, vitamins and pro-biotic cultures (Figure Six). Input suppliers are
drawn from two groups, the general shop owners being agricultural supply sellers that
shifted their business but not its small scale after the rise of shrimp farming in their
localities. The more specialized firms are usually owned by former or current intensive
shrimp farmers who plowed their earnings and experience into providing products and
services to other nearby growers. In extensive farming areas where the quantity of inputs
used is slight input dealers are mostly small enterprises, not specialized, and selling
mainly lime and fertilizer. Credit is not frequently used at the beginning of the season,
but towards the end, as farmers run out of money and the harvest approaches dealers
extend credit until harvest. In addition to acting as a middleman between the agribusiness
firms they buy the inputs from and farmers, dealers are a key source of technical advice
for farmers on how to prepare ponds, feed shrimp, and treat disease.
It is for the more capitalized intensive and semi-intensive growers that input
suppliers become extremely important, because unlike extensive farmers whose costs
peak when they stock larvae and are minimal thereafter, intensive growers must invest
increasing amounts for feed, fuel, and treatment chemicals as the season approaches
harvest. In a typical five-month season, such growers depend on bank credit for their first
two months’ expenses but thereafter rely on input suppliers to carry them through to
harvest. At the same time, these growers are the largest customers of the input dealers in
the intensive farming zones, and tight relationships of credit provision have developed.
Dealers in shrimp feed, the single largest expense of an intensive grower, often forward
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100% of the feed cost, while in ancillary businesses like veterinary medicines cash
payment is often required.
This system fueled the rapid expansion of intensive shrimp farming in places like
Vĩnh Châu up to 2007, but as the crisis in the shrimp industry unfolded in 2008, input
suppliers retracted much of their credit, fearing uncertainty in shrimp export prices that
might leave them with large unpayable debts. The intensive farming sector was gravely
affected, with as much as 30% of Vĩnh Châu’s intensive pond area abandoned by mid2009 and most of the remainder producing at half the stocking density before the crisis.
While input suppliers lost turnover as demand declined due to extensification, they have
been able to distance themselves substantially from the risks of market price swings by
withdrawing from the credit market as conditions worsened. So while the relationship
between input suppliers and intensive growers is a close one, it is not a mutually shared
commitment.
Banks
The other major outside source of capital for shrimp farmers is the banking
system, both provincial state-owned banks, especially the Bank for Agriculture and Rural
Development (Agribank), and the new and growing commercial banking sector. While
mortgaging land use rights is the most prevalent loan, this only generates a small amount
of capital, augmenting extensive farmers’ personal money which serves as their main
fund for production. For intensive farmers, credit is more important and commercial
banks more willing to lend, unlike for smaller producers who rely for credit on state
financial institutions or informal, ‘hot’ loans at very high interest rates.
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The conversion to shrimp farming was associated with a marked rise in lending
and debt in both Cà Mau and Sóc Trăng (Table Five). Fisheries debts, while inclusive of
wild-caught production and other forms of aquaculture, are primarily in the shrimp
farming sector, growing more rapidly than the overall rate of debt in both provinces in the
2000s. Much of the industrial lending recorded in Table Five was also related to shrimp,
in that shrimp processors are among the largest and fastest-growing industrial enterprises
in these provinces, borrowing for new plant and equipment and lines of credit for
purchasing shrimp and financing export deals. Farmers also took on much more
indebtedness after starting to farm shrimp: In one district of Cà Mau, farmer indebtedness
rose five-fold between 1999 and 2003 (Báo Cà Mau 2003). Losses due to disease and
drought led to high rates of late repayment and default, forcing many producers into
poverty or off their land (Báo Cà Mau 2006b). In Sóc Trăng, a lending boom took place
in mid-decade, fueling intensification and rising levels of bad debts (Báo Sóc Trăng
2005; 2007). Shrimp-related debt would grow still further in producers to pay back their
debts when shrimp prices collapsed in 2008, leading to a sharp contraction of lending
(only 20% of farmers could get loans in 2008 in one Sóc Trăng district compared to 60%
four years earlier) (Báo Sóc Trăng 2004; 2008a), declining production intensity, and outmigration of some heavily indebted farmers (Báo Sóc Trăng 2008b).
Processors / exporters
Processors are the firms that link Vietnamese shrimp to world markets. In the
Mekong Delta, 32 companies exported shrimp in 2002 (Loc 2006:11). Most of these
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Table Five. Short-term outstanding debts in Cà Mau and Sóc Trăng provinces, 2000-07.
Year

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

1,522

1,833

2,180

2,884

4,273

4,137

4,113

341 (22)

450 (25)

535 (25)

1,297
(45)

1,267
(31)

1,248
(30)

261 (17)

345 (19)

411 (19)

600 (21)

864 (20)

1,787
(43)

1,474
(36)

579

2,909

3,161

3,767

6,312

16.6 (3)

438 (15)

349 (11)

441 (12)

631(10)

95.6 (17)

1,142
(39)

926 (29)

1,216
(32)

2,424
(38)

Cà Mau
Total short-term debt
(billions of VND)
Short-term debts to
fisheries (billions of
VND), % of total ( )
Short-term debts to
industry (billions of
VND), % of total ( )

Sóc Trăng

Total short-term debt
(billions of VND)
Short-term debts to
fisheries (billions of
VND), % of total ( )
Short-term debts to
industry (billions of
VND), % of total ( )

Sources: Cà Mau and Sóc Trăng Statistical Yearbooks (2000-01, 2004-06, 08)
companies’ facilities are located in the provincial capitals of the coastal Mekong Delta’s
provinces, especially in Cà Mau City and Sóc Trăng City, however processing plants
exist in all the coastal provinces as well as in Hồ Chí Minh City, where most shrimp are
exported from. Between the mid-1990s and 2007, exports from Cà Mau and Sóc Trăng
provinces increased dramatically, driven primarily by the rising tonnage of frozen shrimp
processed there (Tables Six and Seven). Almost all the shrimp processors/exporters in
these provinces were equitized over the course of the 2000s, during which time new
private companies also entered the market. Shrimp factories were profitable investments,
evidenced by the $2.31/kg average margin for export processors in 2007, a 25.2% profit
rate after costs (Loc 2009). Processors get the largest part of their raw materials from the
network of buyers and wholesalers, however they bought some 8% of total volume in
2006 direct from farmers, essentially those with the largest harvests and those in contract
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relationships with companies to deliver shrimp of known quality in exchange for credit,
subsidized inputs, and technical assistance. While such contracts are perhaps the greatest
concrete manifestation of the ‘Linking the Four Houses’ policy in the Mekong Delta
shrimp sector, very few producers have been able to sign such contracts due to their low
level of production, capitalization, and technical ability. Further, few producers are
willing to sign because the contracts do not set minimum prices for their harvests. Many
shrimp farmers interviewed considered this lack of income security not worth the
assistance contracts would give them, preferring to seek the highest price in the open
market.
Processing managers are typically long-term employees of their respective
companies, having worked for them since the beginning of the shrimp boom or even back
to the Seaprodex days of the early 1980s. In this sense, they differ from most other people
in the sector whose origins are in agriculture, fisheries or small independent businesses –
their career path has been within these large enterprises. They reported that their
companies were coping with the crisis of 2008 primarily by cutting in-house costs such as
labor and utilities, seeking alternative export markets, enforcing their existing business
ties with key foreign buyers.
Foreign importers
Meeting the multiple and rapidly proliferating product standards of these buyers is
a serious challenge, but one some importers give considerable assistance in meeting. This
is true especially for Japanese seafood importers who combine strict enforcement of
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Table Six. Total exports and frozen shrimp exports from Cà Mau province, 1996-2007.
Year
Total provincial
exports (millions
of USD)
Frozen shrimp
exports (millions
of USD)

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

90.3

136.7

132.0

150.2

232.1

251.9

307.8

412.0

468.8

520.9

582.9

600.8

217.8

239.0

297.3

401.4

452.0

500.0

557.2

54,593

56,750

54,289

9

14

6

Frozen shrimp
exports (metric
tons)

15,208

19,550

18,958

17,214

25,669

28,003

State-Owned
Enterprise % of
shrimp exports
(tons)

100

100

100

64

59

53

43,623

61

47

46

Sources: Cà Mau Statistical Yearbooks (2000-01, 2004-06, 08)
Table Seven. Total exports and frozen shrimp exports from Sóc Trăng province, 19952007.
Year
Total provincial
exports (millions
of USD)
*Frozen shrimp
exports (millions
of USD)

1995
61.6

1997

1998

1999

2000
191.1

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

289.5

290.4

333.1

362.9

265.8

296.6

95.4

Frozen shrimp
exports (metric
tons)

11,253

28,985

29,025

30,209

30,469

State-Owned
Enterprise % of
shrimp exports
(tons)

64

40

13

0

0

*Unit prices derived from Cà Mau average frozen shrimp export prices in the respective
year. Source: Sóc Trăng Statistical Yearbook (2008)
formal standards with informal business ties to particular companies (Kagawa and Bailey
2006; interview data), long-term and interpersonal connections that involve verbal
commitments to buy a consistent amount of shrimp as long as quality is maintained. One
such importer’s gravest concern in 2008 that low shrimp prices would force Vietnamese
producers to abandon shrimp altogether or else shift away from the large black tiger
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(Penaeus monodon), in high demand in the Japanese market, for the smaller Penaeus
vannamei which is more profitable for intensive farmers and has already largely replaced
monodon in most of the world’s shrimp growing regions, including Central Việt Nam.
Conclusions
So what does this tell us about social embeddedness in the governance of agrifood production networks? Firstly, the network of social relationships in the Mekong
Delta shrimp sector yields varying degrees of cooperation among firms, exposing
businesses to differential levels of risk. These multiple and differentiated relationships are
displayed in Figure Seven. The historical development of agri-food networks in the
Mekong Delta structures the institutional framework of the shrimp industry today,
socially embedding an economic landscape in which formal, contractual relations are
hard to establish because they run up against the production network’s efficiency in
cheaply delivering products to international markets and protecting the most powerful
firms from crises. By keeping the vast majority of primary producers at arm’s length and
selectively integrating some into more formal affiliation, leading firms in the sector
reduce their exposure to market shocks while maintaining their access to raw materials at
minimal transaction cost. Shrimp farmers, lacking market power as single firms as well
as strong forms of cooperation between them, are the least able to mitigate the effects of
price swings and the most vulnerable to ‘cheating’ and ‘squeezing’ by other businesses.
Several input suppliers and local government officials interviewed for this study argued
that to be successful, ‘Linking the Four Houses’ needed to recognize these power
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dynamics and the critical question of prices if it were to make closer integration
beneficial fobeneficial for shrimp aquaculturalists. An input supplier in Sóc Trăng said
that:
“The difficulty now is the lack of implementation of ‘Linking Together
the Four Houses’ - they’re not linked up yet. The state banks, the input
suppliers and the processors/exporters always get a benefit for themselves,
but the farmers still lacks capital. So, we need to recalculate how to ensure
the benefit for all four sides. We’ve got to have a price floor and price
ceiling around the production cost that the government can manage.”
A senior official in a provincial Department of Agriculture also argued along these lines,
saying that effective integration in the shrimp sector would:
and must restrict the squeezing of prices. They need to come to a
cooperative agreement on sales prices, what are the requirements in terms
of the rights and responsibilities between the parties.
- Reorganize (producers) into groups, teams, and co-ops for closer
cooperation, to have sufficient capacity to link up with banks and
processors.”
Also, this paper shows the consequences of the prevailing pattern of economic relations
in the Mekong shrimp sector are not restricted to the marginalization of the farmer.
Ironically, this arrangement also exposes those leading firms and the entire sector to a
different danger, the risk that poor and unmanageable product quality will harm its
competitiveness and reputation in international markets. The informality and inequality
of many inter-firm relationships of input sales and shrimp buying makes effective
governance of shrimp quality as difficult as it makes the arrival of that shrimp on the
loading docks of processors simple.
The most salient manifestation of this contradiction is the persistent, indeed
growing, presence of an alternative production network that requires close inter-firm
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cooperation among its members but does great damage to the rest of the sector.
Embedded in the midst of the middleman network of buyers that connect shrimp farmers
and exporters are knots of shrimp adulterators who buy raw shrimp from farmers,
collectors or dealers, then illicitly increase the shrimp’s size and weight to get higher
prices and defraud their eventual buyers. This feat is accomplished through several
means, such as soaking the shrimp in water-retaining agents like sodium tri-polyphosphate to bloat them or injecting individual shrimp full of agar (gelatin). The main
players in this black market network are dealers and trading companies mainly in Cà Mau
and Bạc Liêu provinces who are tightly connected with Chinese importers who,
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according to reporting on the case, introduced the practice to the Mekong Delta and pass
the tainted shrimp off to unsuspecting consumers in China (Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam
2009a; 2009b). Adulterated shrimp are also sold to regional processors, often in small
amounts mixed into unaltered shrimp so as to avoid detection.
This problem of ‘injecting with impurities’ (bơm chích tạp chất) has grown over
time: In 1999 and 2000 less than 5,000 kilos of such shrimp were caught in Cà Mau,
while in 2005 more than 65 tons were (Báo Cà Mau 2000; Báo Cà Mau 2006c). In 2008
and 2009 the decline in shrimp production led to a shortage of shrimp in the market,
meaning that shrimp processors found it hard to avoid tainted products, even though
many of the companies involved are known to them (Lao Động 2009). The situation had
become so bad that on July 29th, 2009 the Vietnamese Association of Seafood Exporters
and Processors (VASEP) launched the campaign “Speak out against adulterated shrimp”
(‘Nói không với tôm bơm chích tạp chất’) in which processors publically announced they
would not buy adulterated products. In their report after one month of implementation,
VASEP reported that most businesses were complying, but that “some firms have not yet
decided to speak out against adulterated shrimp, and are still buying them from outlets
well known to them at a smaller volume, frequently buying in the middle of the night and
wee hours of the morning so as to avoid getting caught” (VASEP 2009).
Both the difficulty of uprooting the adulteration network in the Mekong Delta
shrimp sector and the differential levels of cooperation among the sector’s firms
demonstrates that social embeddedness does not necessarily lead to positive outcomes for
agri-food networks. Socially-embedded relationships may exclude and exploit some firms
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as much as they may integrate or protect others. Some relationships, as in those involved
in adulteration, are highly cooperative arrangements between certain segments of the
production network but are destructive to it as a whole. The reorganization of commodity
chain governance, perhaps by establishing contracting systems that offer floor prices for
shrimp in exchange for stricter quality control and more traceability of shrimp, could
offer a way forward to more mutually-beneficial forms of relationship among firms in
this economic sector.
References
Agnes, Pierre (2000) The “End of Geography” in Financial Services? Local
Embeddedness and Territorialization in the Interest Rate Swaps Industry. Economic
Geography 76(4):347-366.
Anh, Vu Hong (2006) Shrimp aquaculture and changing local institutions: Implications
for Local Livelihoods. Paper presented at the International Association for the Study of
Common Property, Bali, June 19-23.
Bair, J. and G. Gereffi (2001) Local Clusters in Global Chains: The Causes and
Consequences of Export Dynamism in Torreon’s Blue Jeans Industry. World
Development 29(11):1885-1903.
Báo Cà Mau (2000) Nghiêm cấm đưa tạp chất vào nguyên liệu thủy sản (Putting
impurities into raw seafood is forbidden). September 15th.
Báo Cà Mau (2003) Tôm chế kéo dài: Nợ quá hạn ngân hàng tăng cao (Long-term
constraint on shrimp: Rising delinquent bank debts). November 17th.
Báo Cà Mau (2004a) Nhập hơn 438 triệu con post (Import of more than 438 million postlarvae). March 10th.
Báo Cà Mau (2004b) Việc triển khai Quyết Định 80 của Chính phủ: Khi “bốn nhà” chưa
thể gặp nhau (Implementing the government’s Decision 80: When the ‘four houses’ can’t
meet yet). October 4th.
Báo Cà Mau (2006a) Chưa phát hiện mẫu tôm giống nào mắc bệnh (Haven’t yet found a
single shipment of disease-free shrimp fry). March 15th.

214
Báo Cà Mau (2006b) Chuyển đổi cơ cấu sản xuất - Nhiều yêu cầu bức súc đang đặt ra
(Conversion of the structure of production – many pressing needs to be attained). March
22nd.
Báo Cà Mau (2006c) Chống đưa tạp chất vào nguyên liệu thủy sản: Cuộc chiến còn lắm
cam go (Anti-adulteration of seafood: An unfinished struggle) (In Vietnamese). March
31st.
Báo Cà Mau (2006d) Thả nuôi hơn 5.5 tỷ con tôm giống (More than 5.5 billion shrimp
fry stocked). July 21st.
Báo Cà Mau (2008) Nhà nông canh cánh chất lượng tôm giống (Farmers haunted by
shrimp fry quality). May 23rd.
Báo Cà Mau (2009) Trôi nổi thị trường tôm sú giống (The black tiger shrimp market
adrift). June 23rd.
Báo Sóc Trăng (2004) Nóng bỏng vụ tôm (A red-hot shrimp season). July 27th.
Báo Sóc Trăng (2005) Vì sao nợ quá hạn thu hồi chậm? (Why are delinquent debts being
repaid slowly?). October 27th.
Báo Sóc Trăng (2007) "Hiến kế" giúp NHNo (“Suggestions” to help the Agricultural
Bank). May 24th.
Báo Sóc Trăng (2008a) Mỹ Xuyên - Mùa tôm… chết (In Mỹ Xuyên district, it’s (dead)
shrimp season). April 15th.
Báo Sóc Trăng (2008b) Mùa buồn trên những làng tôm (A sad season in the shrimp
villages). May 29th.
Bassett, Thomas (2001) The peasant cotton revolution in West Africa : Côte d'Ivoire,
1880-1995. Cambridge, UK: University of Cambridge Press.
Bathelt, H. (2006) Geographies of production: Growth regimes in spatial perspective 3 Towards a relational view of economic action and policy. Progress in Human Geography
30:223–36.
Bathelt, H., and Glückler, J. (2003) Toward a relational economic geography. Journal of
Economic Geography 3:117–44.
Brocheux, P. (2009) The Mekong Delta: Ecology, Economy and Revolution, 1860-1960.
Madison: The Center for Southeast Asian Studies.

215

Cà Mau Statistics Office (2001-08) 2000, 2001, 2004, 2006, 2007 Cà Mau Statistical
Yearbooks (in Vietnamese). Hồ Chí Minh City: Statistics Publishing House.
Cadilhon, J., P. Moustier, N. Poole, P. Tam and A. Fearne (2006) Traditional vs. Modern
Food Systems? Insights from Vegetable Supply Chains to Ho Chi Minh City (Vietnam).
Development Policy Review 24(1):31-49.
Callison, C. (1983) Land-to-the-Tiller in the Mekong Delta: Economic, Social and
Political Effects of Land Reform in Four Villages of South Vietnam. Lanham, MD:
University Press of America.
Coe, N., M. Hess, H. Yeung, P. Dicken and J. Henderson (2004) ”Globalizing” regional
development: A global production networks perspective. Transactions of the Institute of
British Geographers NS 29:468–84.
Curran, S. and A. Cooke (2008) Unexpected Outcomes of Thai Cassava Trade: A Case of
Global Complexity and Local Unsustainability. Globalizations 5(2):111-127.
Dacy, D. (1986) Foreign aid, war, and economic development: South Vietnam, 19551975. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge.
Dawe, D. (2001) How far down the path to free trade? The importance of rice price
stabilization in developing Asia. Food Policy 26:163-175.
de Vylder, S. and A. Fforde (1996) From Plan to Market: The Economic Transition in
Vietnam. Westview Press: Boulder.
Dicken, P., Kelly, P.F., Olds, K., and Yeung, H.W. (2001) Chains and network, territories
and scales: Towards a relational framework for analysing the global economy. Global
Networks 1:89–112.
Dries, L., E. Germenji, N. Noev and J. Swinnen (2009) Farmers, Vertical Coordination,
and the Restructuring of Dairy Supply Chains in Central and Eastern Europe. World
Development 37(11):1742-58.
Eakin, H., A. Winkels, and J. Sendzimir (2009) Nested vulnerability: exploring crossscale linkages and vulnerability teleconnections in Mexican and Vietnamese coffee
systems. Environmental Science and Policy 12:398-412.
Elliott, D. (2007) The Vietnamese War: Revolution and Social Change in the Mekong
Delta 1930-1975. Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe.
Fforde, Adam (2004a) Vietnamese State Owned Enterprises: ‘Real Property’,
Commercial Performance and Political Economy. Southeast Asia Research Centre

216

Working Papers Series #69: City University of Hong Kong.
Fforde, Adam (2004b) ‘Old wine in new bottles?’ Extension and service delivery
organisations for small farmers in rural mountain regions of north Vietnam. Southeast
Asia Research Centre Working Papers Series #69: City University of Hong Kong.
Fukui, H. (1974) An agro-environmental study of the Vietnamese part of the Mekong
Delta. Southeast Asian Studies 12(2):157-176.
Galt, Ryan (2009) Scaling Up Political Ecology: The Case of Illegal Pesticides on Fresh
Vegetables Imported into the United States, 1996-2006. Annals of the Association of
American Geographers 100(2):327-55.
Gereffi, G. (1994) The organization of buyer-driven global commodity chains: How U.S.
retailers shape overseas production networks. In Gereffi, G. and M. Korzeniewicz
(editors) Commodity chains and global capitalism. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. pp.
95–122.
Gereffi, G. (1996) Global commodity chains: New forms of coordination and control
among nations and firms in international industries. Competition and Change 1:427–39.
Gerefﬁ, G. (1999) International trade and industrial upgrading in the apparel commodity
chain. Journal of International Economics 48:37–70.
Gereffi, G. and R. Kaplinsky (editors) (2001) The Value of Value Chains: Spreading the
Gains from Globalisation. Special issue of the IDS Bulletin 32(3).
Gereffi, G., J. Humphrey and T. Sturgeon (2005) The governance of global value chains.
Review of International Political Economy 12:78–104.
Gibbon, P. (2001) Upgrading Primary Production: A Global Commodity Chain
Approach. World Development 29(2):345-363.
Gibbon, P. and S. Ponte, (2005) Trading down: Africa, value chains and the global
economy. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Ghosh, M. and J. Whalley (2004) Are price controls necessarily bad? The case of rice in
Vietnam. Journal of Development Economics 73:215-232.
Gibson-Graham, J.K. (2006) A Postcapitalist Politics. Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press.
Grabher, G. (editor) (1993)The embedded firm: on the socioeconomics of industrial
networks. London: Routledge.

217

Granovetter, Mark (1985) Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of
Embeddedness. American Journal of Sociology 91(3):481-510.
Grossman, L. (1998) The political ecology of bananas: Contract farming, peasants, and
agrarian change in the Eastern Caribbean. Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press.
Ha, D. and G. Shively (2008) Coffee boom, coffee bust and smallholder response in
Vietnam’s Central Highlands. Review of Development Economics 12:312–26.
Hai, L. (2004) Problems of the rice market in the Mekong Delta: Results of the grain
market liberalization policy in Vietnam (in Vietnamese). Cần Thơ University Scientific
Magazine (2004)1:189-199.
Hatanaka, M. (2010) Certification, Partnership, and Morallity in an Organic Shrimp
Network: Rethinking Transnational Alternative Agrifood Networks. World Development
38(5):706-716.
Henderson, J., P. Dicken, M. Hess, N. Coe and H. Yeung (2002) Global production
networks and the analysis of economic development. Review of International Political
Economy 9:436–64.
Hess, M. and N. Coe (2006) Making connections: Global production networks, standards,
and embeddedness in the mobile-telecommunications industry. Environment and
Planning A 38:1205–27.
Hess, M. and H. Yeung (2006) Whither global production networks in economic
geography? Past, present and future. Environment and Planning A 38:1193-1204.
Hiếu, T. (2004) Challenges and solutions for ‘Linking together the four houses’ in
agricultural production and commerce in the Mekong Delta (in Vietnamese). Cần Thơ
University Scientific Magazine (2004)1:183-188.
Higgins, V., J. Dibden and C. Cocklin (2008) Building alternative agri-food networks:
Certification, embeddedness and agri-environmental governance. Journal of Rural
Studies 24:15-27.
Hjortso, C., S. Christensen and P. Tarp (2005) Rapid stakeholder and conflict assessment
for natural resource management using cognitive mapping: The case of Damdoi Forest
Enterprise, Vietnam. Agriculture and Human Values 22:149-167.
Hindrichs, C. (2000) Embeddedness and local food systems: notes on two types of direct
agricultural market. Journal of Rural Studies 16:295-303.

218

Hughes, A. (2000) Retailers, knowledges and changing commodity networks: the case of
the cut flower trade. Geoforum 31:175-190.
Humphrey, J. and GTZ (2005) Shaping Value Chains for Development: Global Value
Chains in Agribusiness. Eschborn, Germany: GTZ.
Humphrey, J. and H. Schmitz (2004) Chain governance and upgrading: taking stock. In
Schmitz, H. (editor) Local Enterprises in the Global Economy. Cheltenham, UK: Edward
Elgar. pp. 349-77.
Kagawa, M. and C. Bailey (2006) Trade Linkages in Shrimp Exports: Japan, Thailand
and Vietnam. Development Policy Review 24(3):303-19.
Kaplinsky, R. and M. Morris (2002) A Handbook for Value Chain Research. Institute of
Development Studies: Sussex.
Kaplinsky, R. and J. Readman (2001) Integrating SMEs in global value chains: towards
a partnership for development. United Nations Industrial Development Organization:
Vienna.
Kazunari, T. (2001) Domestic Vegetables Marketing System in the Red River Delta. In
Kenji, C. and T. Hironori (editors) Vietnamese agriculture under market-oriented
economy. Hanoi: Agricultural Publishing House. pp. 241-280.
Kelly, P. (2001) The Political Economy of Local Labor Control in the Philippines.
Economic Geography 77(1):1-22.
Kerkvliet, B. (2006) Agricultural land in Vietnam: Markets tempered by family,
community and socialist practices. Journal of Agrarian Change 6(3):285-305.
Key, N. and D. Runsten (1999) Contract Farming, Smallholders, and Rural Development
in Latin America: The Organization of Agroprocessing Firms and the Scale of Outgrower
Production. World Development 27(2):381-401.
Khiem, N. T. (2001) Marketing Systems of Agricultural Products in Vietnam. In Kenji,
C. and T. Hironori (editors) Vietnamese agriculture under market-oriented economy.
Hanoi: Agricultural Publishing House. pp. 219-40.
Kleine, D. (2008) Negotiating partnerships, understanding power: doing action research
on Chilean Fairtrade wine value chains. The Geographical Journal 174(2):109-123.
Lao Động (2008) ĐBSCL: Lúa trúng mùa, nhưng ế ầm... (Mekong Delta: A bumper rice
crop, but still anguished...) (In Vietnamese). September 8th.

219

Lao Động (2009) Sống chung với bơm chích tạp chất! (Living with shrimp adulteration!)
(In Vietnamese). July 9th.
Lee, R. (1999) Shelter from the storm? Geographies of regard in the worlds of
horticultural consumption and production. Geoforum 31:137-157.
Linton, A. (2008) A Niche for Sustainability? Fair Labor and Environmentally Sound
Practices in the Specialty Coffee Industry. Globalizations 5(2):231-245.
Little, P. and M. Watts (editors) (1994) Living under contract : Contract farming and
agrarian transformation in Sub-Saharan Africa. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.
Lộc, V. (2003) Quality management in the supply chain of shrimp in the Mekong Delta,
Vietnam: problems and measures. Centre for ASEAN Studies Discussion paper No. 43.
Antwerp: Centre for International Management and Development Antwerp.
Lộc, V. (2006) Seafood Supply Chain Quality Management: The Shrimp Supply Chain
Quality Improvement Perspective of Seafood Companies in the Mekong Delta, Vietnam.
Published PhD dissertation, Centre for Development Studies, University of Groningen,
The Netherlands.
Lộc, V. L. Sinh and S. Bush (2007) Transboundary Challenges for Fisheries Policy in the
Mekong Delta: Implications for Economic Growth and Food Security. In Be, T., B. Sinh
and F. Miller (editors) Challenges to Sustainable Development in the Mekong Delta:
Regional and National Policy Issues and Research Needs. Bangkok: The Sustainable
Mekong Research Network. pp. 99-142.
Lộc, V. (2009) Distribution of benefits in the value chain of shrimp in the Mekong Delta
(in Vietnamese) Journal of Agriculture and Rural Development 134:3-8.
Logan, William (1971) How deep is the Green Revolution in South Vietnam? The story
of the agricultural turn-around in South Vietnam. Asian Survey 11(4):321-330.
Long, Thái Văn (editor) (2007) Địa lý Địa phương Cà Mau (Local Geography of Cà
Mau) (In Vietnamese). Hà Nội: University Education Publishing House.
Mansfield, Becky (2003) Spatializing Globalization: A “Geography of Quality” in the
Seafood Industry. Economic Geography 79(1):1-16.
Marsden, Terry, Jo Banks and Gillian Bristow (2000) Food Supply Chain Approaches:
Exploring their Role in Rural Development. Sociologia Ruralis 40(4):424-38.
Marsh, S. T. MacAulay and P. Hùng (editors) (2006) Agricultural development and land

220

policy in Vietnam. Canberra: ACIAR Monograph #123.
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (2006) Results of the 2006 Rural,
Agricultural and Fishery Census (in Vietnamese). Hà Nội: Statistical Publishing House.
Ministry of Fisheries (2002) Yearly report of the Ministry of Fisheries. Hà Nội: Ministry
of Fisheries.
Minot, N. (1998) Competitiveness of Food Processing in Vietnam: A Study of the Rice,
Coffee, Seafood and Fruit and Vegetables Subsectors. Report prepared for the Ministry of
Planning and the United Nations Industrial Development Organisation, Vietnam.
Minot, N. and F. Goletti (1998) Export liberalization and household welfare: the case of
rice in Vietnam. American Journal of Agricultural Economics 80(4):738-49.
Minten, B., L. Randrianarison, and J. Swinnen (2009) Global Retail Chains and Poor
Farmers: Evidence from Madagascar. World Development 37(11):1728-1741.
Morgan, K. and J. Murdoch (2000) Organic vs. conventional agriculture: knowledge,
power and innovation in the food chain. Geoforum 31:159-173.
Muradian, R. and W. Pelupessy (2005) Governing the Coffee Chain: The Role of
Voluntary Regulatory Systems. World Development 33(12):2029-2044.
Mutersbaugh, T. (2002) The number is the beast: a political economy of organic-coffee
certification and producer unionism. Environment & Planning A 34(7):1165-1184.
Mutersbaugh, T. (2004) Serve and certify: paradoxes of service work in organic-coffee
certification. Environment & Planning D: Society & Space 22(4):533-552.
Mutersbaugh, T. (2005) Fighting standards with standards: harmonization, rents, and
social accountability in certified agrofood networks. Environment and Planning A
37:2033-51.
Neilson, Jeff (2008) Global Private Regulation and Value-Chain Restructuring in
Indonesian Smallholder Coffee Systems. World Development 36(9):1607-1622.
Nhuong, T., D. Thanh, B. Ha, T. Tu, L. Khoi and T. Lai (2006) The Shrimp Industry in
Vietnam: Status, Opportunities and Challenges. In Rahman, A., A. Quddus, B. Pokrant
and L. Ali (editors) Shrimp Farming and Industry: Sustainability, Trade and Livelihoods.
Dhaka, Bangladesh: BCAS and The University Press Limited.
Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam (2009a) Tôm bơm tạp chất sẽ bị tiêu hủy (Adulterated shrimp will
be destroyed) (In Vietnamese). June 8th.

221

Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam (2009b) Bơm chích tạp chất vào tôm sú nguyên liệu: Không chặn
đứng sẽ giết chết XK (Injecting impurities into raw shrimp: If we don’t stop it, it will kill
exports) (In Vietnamese). June 29th.
Oosterveer, P. (2007) Global Governance of Food Production and Consumption: Issues
and Challenges. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.
Pingali, P. and V-T. Xuan (1992) Vietnam: Decollectivization and rice productivity
growth. Economic Development and Cultural Change 40(4):697-718.
Ponte, S. (2002) The ‘Latte Revolution’? Regulation, Markets and Consumption in the
Global Coffee Chain. World Development 30(7):1099-1122.
Ponte, S. and J. Ewert (2009) Which Way is “Up” in Upgrading? Trajectories of Change
in the Value Chain for South African Wine. World Development 37(10):1637-1650.
Ramamurthy, P. (2000) The Cotton Commodity Chain, Women, Work and Agency in
India and Japan: The Case for Feminist Agro-Food Systems Research. World
Development 28(3):551-578.
Rammohan, K. and R. Sundaresan (2003) Socially Embedding the Commodity Chain: An
Exercise in Relation to Coir Yarn Spinning in Southern India. World Development
31(5):903-923.
Rashid, S., R. Cummings Jr. and A. Gulati (2007) Grain Marketing Parastatals in Asia:
Results from Six Case Studies. World Development 35(11):1872-1888.
Raux, P., D. Bailly and T. Nhuong (2006) Vietnamese Shrimp Farming at a Key Point in
Its Development: A Review of Issues Examining Whether Development is Being Carried
Out in a Sustainable Way. In P. Leung and C. Engle (editors) Shrimp culture –
Economics, market and trade. Ames, IA: Blackwell. pp. 107-129.
Sage, C. (2003) Social embeddedness and relations of regard: alternative ‘good food’
networks in south-west Ireland. Journal of Rural Studies 19:47-60.
Sako, M. (1992) Prices, quality and trust: Inter-firm relations in Britain and Japan.
Oxford: Cambridge University Press.
Samstad, J. and S. Pipkin (2005) Bringing the Firm Back In: Local Decision Making and
Human Capital Development in Mexico’s Maquiladora Sector. World Development
33(5):805-822.
Sansom, R. (1970) The Economics of Insurgency in the Mekong Delta of Vietnam.

222

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Scott, J. (1976) The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in
Southeast Asia. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Sinh, L. and N. Phuong (2006) Value Chain Study of Shrimp Industry in Tra Vinh
Province. Report for the Tra Vinh Improved Livelihoods Project of Canadian
International Development Agency. Colleges of Agriculture and Fisheries, Cần Thơ
University, Vietnam.
Sóc Trăng Statistics Department (2008) Sóc Trăng 2007 Statistical Yearbook (in
Vietnamese). Hồ Chí Minh City: Statistics Publishing House.
Son, Dang Kim (2001) Agricultural Policy and Renovation in Vietnamese Agricultural
Sector. In Kenji, C. and T. Hironori (editors) Vietnamese agriculture under marketoriented economy. Hanoi: Agricultural Publishing House. pp. 39-70.
Storper, M. (1997) The regional world: territorial development in a global economy.
New York: Guilford Press.
Tien, V. and D. Griffiths (2006) Shrimp Aquaculture in Vietnam: Best Practice and
Future Direction. Report by Fisheries Sector Programme Support, Phase II of SUDA,
FAO, and Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development.
Truong, Thi Minh Sam (Editor) (2000) The commercial farm economy in the southern
provinces – Some issues raised. Ho Chi Minh City: Social Sciences Publishing House (in
Vietnamese).
USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (1999) Vietnam Grain and Feed October Rice
Update 1999. USDA.
USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (2000) Vietnam Grain and Feed May Rice Update
2000. USDA.
USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (2001a) Vietnam Grain and Feed August Rice
Update 2001. USDA.
USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (2001b) Vietnam Grain and Feed November Rice
Update 2001. USDA.
USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (2003) Vietnam Grain and Feed July Rice Update
2003. USDA.

223

USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (2004) Vietnam Grain and Feed January Rice
Update 2004. USDA.
USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (2007) Vietnam Fishery Products Report 2007.
GAIN Report #VM7043. USDA.
VASEP (2009) Report on results of one month implemeting the program against
adulterated shrimp (Báo cáo kết quả một tháng thực hiện chương trình chống tôm tạp
chất) (In Vietnamese). Hồ Chí Minh City: VASEP. Available at:
http://www.vasep.com.vn/xttm/tomkhongtapchat/index.html
Watts, M. (1998) Recombinant capitalism: State, de-collectivization and the agrarian
question in Vietnam. In Pickles, J. and A. Smith (editors) Theorising transition: The
political economy of post-Communist transformations. New York: Routledge. pp. 450505.
Weller, Sally (2006) The embeddedness of global production networks: the impact of
crisis in Fiji’s garment export sector. Environment and Planning A 38:1249-67.
Wells, Miriam (2000) Politics, Locality, and Economic Restructuring: California’s
Central Coast Strawberry Industry in the Post-World War II Period. Economic
Geography 76(1):28-49.
World Bank (2004) The Socialist Republic of Vietnam Coffee Sector Report. Agriculture
and Rural Development Department Report No. 29358-VN. Washington, DC: The World
Bank.
World Bank Foreign Investment Advisory Service (2007) Moving Toward
Competitiveness: A Value Chain Approach. Washington, DC: World Bank Group.
Wrigley, N., N. Coe, and A. Currah (2005) Globalizing retail: Conceptualizing the
distribution-based transnational corporation. Progress in Human Geography 29(4):437–
57.
Yeung, H. (1997) Business Networks and Transnational Corporations: A Study of Hong
Kong Firms in the ASEAN Region. Economic Geography 73(1):1-25.
Yeung, H. (2003) Practicing New Economic Geographies: A Methodological
Examination. Annals of the Association of American Geographers 93(2):442-62.
Yeung, H. W.-C. (2005) Rethinking relational economic geography. Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers 30(1):37–51.
Zukin, S. and P. DiMaggio (1990) (editors) Structures of capital: the social organization

224

of the economy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Zweig, R., H. Thong, L. Luu, J. Cook and M. Phillips (2005) Vietnam: Fisheries and
Aquaculture Sector Study. Washington, DC: World Bank East Asia Pacific Rural
Development and Natural Resources Sector Unit (EASRD).

225

APPENDIX C. NATIONALISM, INTERNATIONALISM AND SUBJECTIVITY IN
TRANS-LOCAL ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY FIELDWORK
Brian Marks
School of Geography and Development, University of Arizona
For submission to The Professional Geographer
Keywords: Economic globalization, counter-topography, subjectivity, nationalism,
internationalism, Mekong Delta, Mississippi Delta, shrimp
Abstract
The globalization of the shrimp industry, associated with falling prices and surging
exports, brought about conflict between shrimp producers in the Mekong and Mississippi
Deltas in the form of lawsuits and tariffs. Shrimp fishermen and farmers in these deltas
face common challenges of competing in a global market (such as falling margins, price
volatility, or quality improvement), suggesting that international cooperation could be
more productive than conflict to secure livelihoods and regional economies in both
places. Feminist geographers have posited several place-based responses to globalization,
from ‘counter-topographies’ that draw connections between places experiencing similar
globalized processes to ‘diverse economies / cultivating subjects’ which decenter
capitalist globalization from the economic geography of localities. Living and working in
Việt Nam, I attempted to put these approaches into practice by articulating an
internationalist and trans-regional politics as a more cooperative response to crises
affecting shrimp producers there and in the U.S. Rather than changing others’
subjectivities or drawing contour lines between localities, my interactions with
Vietnamese research participants and friends by and large resubjectivized me, reinforcing
national(ist) tropes and national-scaled spatial imaginaries. Nevertheless, being ‘Uncle
America’ - as I was nicknamed and came to self-identify and inhabit - offered a
distinctive interpersonal perspective that hinted at possibilities for how connections
between these two regions might begin to be articulated.
Introduction: The place of the Mississippi and Mekong Deltas in the globalization of
the shrimp industry and international trade disputes
The river deltas of the Mississippi and Mekong are among the world’s largest,
receiving the drainage of a large part of North America and Southeast Asia and fanning
out as they reach the sea into a labyrinthine mesh of distributaries, creeks and bayous,
ridges, wetlands and bays that have been transformed in recent centuries into populous
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centers of agriculture, fisheries, international commerce, and resource extraction, with
their attendant problems of environmental degradation and heightened coastal
vulnerability (Colten 2000; Davis 2010; Kakonen 2008; Brocheux 2009).
One of the most prominent economic activities in both river deltas is the
production and processing of shrimp. While shrimp are harvested from the Gulf of
Mexico and bays off of Louisiana and farmed in ponds running across the Mekong
Delta’s coastal zone, coastal communities along both the Mississippi and Mekong Deltas
are dependent on this crustacean for economic development. South Louisiana,
encompassing the Lower Mississippi Delta, makes up more than 1/3 of the total U.S.
domestic shrimp harvest and just about half of the Gulf of Mexico catch. In 2003, some
8,677 people in Louisiana held commercial shrimp licenses (Louisiana Department of
Wildlife and Fisheries 2004), working from a variety of vessels ranging from small boats
less than ten meters in length to larger Gulf trawlers of thirty meters or more.
Commercial shrimp fishermen are a fixture of many rural communities along the bayous
of the coastal Mississippi Delta, where line villages stretch southward following narrow
distributary ridges towards the Gulf and households operate shrimp boats and commercial
shrimp buying docks as family businesses. In 2003 Louisiana’s total shrimp catch
amounted to 57,000 metric tons with a dockside value of $135 million, more than 1/3 of
the total U.S. domestic shrimp harvest (National Marine Fisheries Service 2005). That
catch represented an average year for the Louisiana shrimp fishery, where harvest volume
has been stable for decades and the fishery is considered fully exploited.
By contrast, the Mekong Delta in 2002 harvested some 143,000 metric tons of
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farmed shrimp with an export value of $940 million, about 75% of the total production
for all of Việt Nam that year. Mekong Delta shrimp production rose rapidly in the early
2000s, up from 69,000 tons in 2000 worth $662 million in exports to a 2006 total of
287,000 tons worth $1.46 billion (Nhuong et al. 2006; USDA Foreign Agricultural
Service 2007; Ministry and Agriculture and Rural Development 2006:328). Some
300,000 households in the Mekong Delta were shrimp farmers in 2006 (Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Development 2006:214, 435), working smallholdings of generally
1-3 hectares where they cultivate shrimp in ponds, the considerable majority using
extensive farming practices that produce low yields of between 200-600 kg/ha/year with
many intensifying to derive larger harvests from improved extensive or semi-intensive
operations yielding from 750-1,500 kg/ha/year (Field data by author 2008). The shrimp
farming belt in the Mekong Delta stretches across the entire region, from the mouths of
the Mekong’s distributaries in Long An and Bến Tre provinces in the east down to the Cà
Mau peninsula to the south and west, in the brackish water zone near the sea where
salinity in the creeks and canals is too high for rice cultivation more than half the year
(Figure One). The shrimp farmers are largely from these localities, former rice cultivators
that switched to shrimp after the combination of lucrative shrimp prices and a national
land use policy reform allowing shrimp farming in 2000-01. Their rural communities are
also line villages, where houses cluster on the high ground along canal banks, with
shrimp ponds and drainage ditches behind them that just a decade ago were made up of
coconut orchards, rice fields, and fresh water fish ponds.
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Figure One. Producer shrimp prices in the Northern Gulf of Mexico and Mekong Delta, 1998-2009.

Gulf prices calculated from NOAA Fisheries (1998-99, 2003-06, 08-09);
Mekong Delta from Báo Cà Mau and Báo Sóc Trăng (2000-09)

What brought these two river deltas and their shrimp producers into conflict was
the globalization of the seafood industry, particularly a rising volume of shrimp imports
to the U.S. market and falling prices for shrimp globally in the early 2000s. While U.S.
shrimp landings were steady around 91,000 metric tons from 1994 to 2003, shrimp
imports doubled to 680,000 tons, causing domestic market share to fall from 19% to
11.5% over this period. The average dockside price received for domestic shrimp in the
U.S. fell in these same years from $3.22/lb. to just $2.17, a decline in part due to the
surge in supply from abroad and lower prices for some imports (National Marine
Fisheries Service 2004). Việt Nam, with is rapidly growing shrimp production largely
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from the Mekong Delta, saw its shrimp exports to the U.S. rise from 1999 and 2002 from
a 14% to 33% share (Ministry of Fisheries 2002; USDA Foreign Agricultural Service
2007).
As the surge of imported shrimp increased in the early 2000s and prices
plummeted, American shrimpers and shrimp processors began organizing to file an antidumping trade petition against the largest exporting nations. Through the auspices of the
Southern Shrimp Alliance, Louisiana Shrimp Association, and other regional groups, a
petition was filed on the last day of 2003 against six countries: China, Thailand, Ecuador,
Brazil, India, and Việt Nam. As China and Việt Nam were defined by the U.S.
Commerce Department as ‘non-market economies,’ the calculation of their costs of
production was more subject to creative interpretation by Commerce officials than that of
the other four petitioned countries. In February 2004 the U.S. government issued a
finding that shrimp were being dumped onto the U.S. market and later that year
preliminary duties were assigned, some of the highest being assessed against Vietnamese
companies, resulting in a decline in shrimp exports to the U.S. (falling to 20% of all
Vietnamese shrimp exports in 2006 [USDA Foreign Agricultural Service 2007]), adding
to pressures pulling down prices for Vietnamese shrimp farmers, and inspiring an
initiative by the Vietnamese shrimp industry to find alternative export markets (Fritsch
2004; Zweig et al. 2005).
Place-based feminist approaches to economic globalization: Counter-topography
and cultivating subjects
Economic globalization is a multi-faceted process with enormously heterogeneous
consequences. Even as it interconnects places in denser and more distant webs of
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production and exchange, economic globalization does as much to differentiate places as
to make the world a single space (Smith 1984; The Zapatistas 1996; Harvey 1996).
Feminist geographers that have engaged with economic globalization have sought to
understand aspects of social and spatial difference coexistent with or heightened by
globalization, countering narratives that pose globalization as a homogenizing and
liberatory force or else ignore its particular consequences for women, people of color,
indigenous people, migrants, and unwaged/informalized workers (Mitchell 1995; Pratt
and Yeoh 2003; Nagar et al. 2002; Trotz 2006).
One way to engage with economic globalization without erasing the specificity
and situatedness of the places intertwined in global processes is a ‘place-based’ approach.
This method uses action research methodologies to work with the people implcated in
these processes to understand local engagements with globalizing processes like overseas
contract work, mineral extraction by multinational corporations, or international agrifood commodity chains, and in so doing ask how these processes might be negotiated or
contested for the benefit of local economies (Gibson-Graham 2006b:165-96). Two forms
of place-based action research on economic globalization are the community economies
perspective of J.K. Gibson-Graham and Cindi Katz’s (2001) model of countertopography. Considering capitalism and globalization as discursive formations and
economic identities as performative, Gibson-Graham (2006a, 2006b:127-63) and allies,
such as the Community Economies Collective (2001), engage in participatory projects of
constructing community economies at diverse sites around the world. Crucial to this work
is critical reflection on the economic identities of the people and places where these
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projects take place, displacing ‘capitalocentric’ identities that prevent people from
recognizing abilities, resources, and relationships that produce economic surplus but do
not fit within a capitalist economic framework. The point of ‘cultivating subjects’ is that
if people can embrace and perform different economic subjectivities, they can construct
different material economic realities. We can call this feminist approach to globalization
‘making the familiar strange’: finding economic diversity in place and posing that
diversity against narratives of local dependence on, or determination by, capitalist
globalization. The objective of ‘cultivating subjects’ is not to raise anyone’s
consciousness of capitalism’s exploitative effects, nor the commonalities of local
experiences of globalization, but to take the demobilizing sting out of such narratives and
offer a multiplicity of possibilities for place-based economic development. So while
Gibson-Graham (2006b) are not averse to building community economies with surpluses
derived from capitalist class processes or international connections, be they Fair Trade
networks, remittances from abroad, or compensation for the extraction of local resources,
the analytical and political focus of their project is the utilization of such spatially distant
connections to foster diverse place-based, cooperativist economies, not those globalized
networks.
Contrast this with the counter-topography approach described by Cindi Katz
(1998; 2001; 2004) and further articulated by Pratt and Yeoh (2003). Like GibsonGraham, these researchers begin with the situated, material context of specific places and
people, whether it be the work and play of children in rural Sudan (Katz 2004) or the
itineraries of transnational women migrants (Pratt and Yeoh 2003). Counter-topography,
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like the community economies project, challenges the image of economic globalization as
the borderless mobility of capital, cultural homogenization and the overall ‘flattening’ of
the world. The difference of specific places - both shaping and shaped by transnational
processes – remains important and indeed constitutive of how globalization functions in
practice. The specificity of place is for Gibson-Graham and Katz the grounds on which
economic globalization can be engaged and better local economic futures sought after.
What they do with such narratives is, however, different. The goal of counter-topography
is understanding processes of economic globalization common to diverse places, even if
experienced differently, and the cultivation of a trans-local politics to affect those
processes in ways beneficial to those places. So if community economies are intended to
reveal and augment economic diversity against the ideology of capitalist globalization,
counter-topography seeks to show those places’ common links to capitalist globalization
while respecting that diversity. For Katz (2001:1228), doing topography:
“is to carry out a detailed examination of some part of the material world
... in order to understand its salient features and their mutual and broader
relationships. [T]opographies embed a notion of process, of places made
and nature produced. ... [P]roducing a critical topography makes it
possible to excavate the layers of process that produce particular places
and to see their intersections with material social practices at other scales
of analysis.”
Whereas Gibson-Graham (2006b) unpack and redefine the contents of placebased economies so as to demonstrate economic diversity within them, countertopography seeks to situate that difference to understand how it is articulated with global
capitalist flows:
“The material social practices associated with globalization work in
interconnection, such as when capital, labor, or cultural products move
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from one place to another, but they work iteratively as well: the effects of
capitalism’s globalizing imperative are experienced commonly across very
different locales, and understanding these connections is crucial if they are
to be challenged effectively.” (Katz 2001:1229)
One could say counter-topography is concerned with ‘making the strange familiar,’ or as
Katz asks (2001:1229) “[H]ow can the significance of these forms and practices be made
translocal and connected to other specific topographies affected by global processes in
analogous ways?” She brings this question to bear on children’s geographies of work and
play in rural Sudan and urban New York City, connecting those places around themes of
deskilling, displacement, and disinvestment and responses of reworking, resistance and
resilience.
The community economies perspective asks how the resources and talents
available to people in a given place (including resources contributed by their
participation in capitalist globalization) can be thought of and utilized to promote noncapitalist economic diversity at that site. Counter-topographies, on the other hand, draw
from that same place-based economic diversity but deploy it differently to:
“imagine a politics that maintains the distinctness of a place while
recognizing that it is connected analytically to other places along contour
lines that represent not elevation but particular relations to a process (e.g.,
globalizing capitalist relations of production). This offers a multifaceted
way of theorizing the connectedness of vastly different places made
artifactually discrete by virtue of history and geography but which also
reproduce themselves differently amidst the common political-economic
and socio-cultural processes they experience.” (Katz 2001:1229)
Both Gibson-Graham and Katz contend their projects are fraught with difficulties
and contingencies: Gibson-Graham’s (2006:138-40) research cooperators were often
strongly invested in economic subjectivities of dependence or victimization, or else
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despondent at the loss of an economic identity that provided not just an income but a
sense of self and (capitalocentric) community. Katz (2004) shows how children’s play is
an experiment with economic subjectivities containing the seeds of potential social
transformation, but connecting distant, heterogeneous sites where people are reworking
and resisting globalizing processes remains a theoretical project whose practical
implications are still unclear. If the children of Howa and Harlem were to actually meet,
how would their subjectivities align? Would they recognize the similarities of their
respective displacements and reworkings, or only the profound experiential differences of
growing up in an American world city versus rural Africa? How, then, does countertopography intersect with questions of economic subjectivity between people connected
by globalization processes but separated by distance, history and culture?
This paper addresses this question by drawing a specific, material contour line
between the Mississippi and Mekong Deltas, namely their mutual participation in the
international shrimp industry and their entanglement in the anti-dumping tariff dispute.
These are not the only connections that could be drawn between these regions; others
include the migration of many Vietnamese people to the Gulf coast after 1975, many of
them fishermen who today make up a significant part of the Gulf shrimp fishery, as well
as biophysical parallels between the ecology of the Mekong and Mississippi Deltas and
their environmental problems. I chose the shrimp trade and tariff fight because it is an
immediate source of real antagonism between these regions, offering the potential of
equally specific and material forms of trans-regional cooperation – for instance, better
prices and a more stable trading relationship for the mutual benefit of shrimp producers in
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both deltas.
Economic subjectivities in the conflict over shrimp in the Mississippi and Mekong
Deltas, 2004-08
It was a late summer evening in 2004 in the New Orleans suburb of Chalmette,
just a year before Hurricane Katrina would put six or more feet of water in the building
where I and over one hundred commercial shrimpers were waiting for a representative
from the U.S. Department of Commerce who’d flown in from Washington. After a long
wait and seemingly interminable introductions of the various federal and state officials
present, people finally got their chance to speak, to explain what was patently obviously
to them – that they were being harmed by crushingly low shrimp prices and that imported
shrimp was to blame.
The meeting was held so locals could testify as to whether imported shrimp had
negatively affected them and if proposed anti-dumping tariffs on six major shrimp
exporting nations, filed in the U.S. International Trade Court six months earlier, were a
justified response to this problem. The anti-dumping case had been big local news all that
year and the last – millions of dollars had been raised, the biggest trade law firms in
Washington retained, rallies and conferences held, negotiations started and broken off
between a fractious coalition of Southeastern fishermen’s associations and shrimp
processors and representatives of some of the biggest firms in the restaurant and
foodservice industry, who’d formed their own coalition to block the taxes, along with the
governments of the six countries.
In the fishing communities of South Louisiana, 2004 was the worst of four
consecutive years of falling prices – a pound of shrimp in the August white shrimp
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season was going for 30% less on average than it did in 1998, before prices began a sharp
downward trend in 2001 (Figure One). Over the same time, the cost of diesel had risen,
compounding the problem. With their margins down to almost nothing, fishermen were
angry and afraid for their future, and they said so that night. Voices were raised and
handfuls of invoices and bills waved before the audience. Generations of forebears in the
family business were invoked, as were their descendents who stood to lose this
inheritance. People cried as they read from letters they’d written for the occasion. Loud
applause punctuated the hard stares and folded arms of the crowd - wives who’d taken off
from work to attend, fishermen who’d driven in from as far as Alabama, among them
Anglos, Cajuns, Croatians, and Vietnamese. It was, in a sense, an expression of a certain
subjectivity, reinforcing a shared sense of identity and purpose and presenting a clear and
unified statement to the government that action to defend American jobs had to be taken
against unfair foreign competition.
Not everything said that night could be read off quite so simply, as it turned out.
One comment in particular struck quite a nerve, so much so that fishermen present that
night brought it up with me when I interviewed them days later. The statement came from
a shrimper who said as part of his remarks, “I’m mad that I’m being put out of business
by the same people I fought 35 years ago!” They told me they didn’t take his statement as
racist, or even directed at Việt Nam per se, but rather an expression of anger at being
abandoned by his government after serving in the military and working hard all his life,
all for the sake of ‘free trade.’ Indeed, many of the narratives voiced that evening were
similarly ambiguous – economic nationalist demands for the government to protect
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American jobs combined with an assertion of regional cultural difference threatened by
the crisis, detailing the shrimp business’ dollars-and-cents importance to Louisiana’s
economy alongside its characterization as “not just a business, but a whole way of life”
rooted in inter-generational commitments to unique rural communities intertwined with
the marshes and bays of the Gulf of Mexico.
This ambivalence of shrimpers about their economic subjectivity and the multiple
forms that subjectivity takes as they present themselves to various audiences, regard
themselves, and act in shifting contexts is for me both a source of trepidation and hope.
Hope, because some of these economic identities offer discursive grounds from which
economic diversity can be articulated and materially developed, and perhaps affinities
with other people and places tentatively asserted. There is trepidation as well, because
these shifting economic identities tend to reproduce existing patterns of thought and
action while closing down the possibility of relating to others (and themselves)
differently – A national identity against foreigners, a Southern identity against those from
other parts of the U.S., even specific identities for every parish and bayou. In addressing
the imports issue, Louisiana shrimpers often deemphasized their socio-economic
differences for broader-scaled political and economic affiliation with the nation (i.e. as
Americans) and by implication, washing out other accounts of their subjectivity (familial,
culturally-embedded, rooted in nature, traditional) discordant with dominant tropes of
American economic identity – developed, capitalist, competitive, individualist,
consumerist, modern, post-industrial. In confronting a problem defined as ‘global’ or
‘international,’ fishermen frequently defend themselves using the tropes of a national
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American subjectivity that obscures their own economic difference and works against
international cooperation with others in the global shrimp economy.
Four years after that meeting in Louisiana and (literally) half a world away, I
found myself again in a room waiting to testify to officials about the global shrimp
industry’s local consequences. The venue this time was the People’s Committee of Trần
Văn Thời district in Cà Mau province - the province with the highest shrimp production
in all of Việt Nam, located at the southern end of the Mekong Delta. The reason was to
secure permission to do fieldwork there, interviewing aquaculturalists and others in the
region’s shrimp sector as part of my dissertation. After explaining the project and its
methodology, I described some of my motivations for coming to Việt Nam to do this
work, namely to mitigate conflict and increase cooperation between Vietnamese and
American shrimp producers, specifically those in the Mekong and Mississippi Deltas, by
understanding the situation of Vietnamese producers and facilitating communication
between the two deltas. One of the senior officials present addressed me by saying he had
three questions for me. First, did I think that Việt Nam dumped shrimp in the U.S.
market? Second, was it true that American shrimp producers receive production subsidies
from the American government? and third: What specifically would I do to improve the
relationship between our two countries when I returned to the U.S.? I responded (a bit
hesitantly at first) by saying that while I didn’t believe Việt Nam was intentionally selling
shrimp below the cost of production, the steep decline in prices in recent years was
making shrimp producers around the world often sell their harvest at a loss, including in
America. No, American shrimp fishermen don’t get considerable subsidies - the amounts
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they got were very small, related mainly to disaster relief, a very different situation than
some American farmers who do get large government subsidies. To his last question, I
said I likely couldn’t do much, but that I would bring my findings back to fishermen and
local government officials in South Louisiana, further that I would try to act as a bridge
between the two regions, conveying the experiences of producers from one to the other
and vice-versa. Finally, I said that the problems facing shrimp producers in both deltas
were common problems of a cost/price squeeze destroying producers’ margins which
would require neither protectionism nor free trade but international cooperation to
resolve.
I must have said something right, because I got my research permission. And
beyond clearing that immediate hurdle, this and the many future conversations I would
have in the Mekong Delta about the shrimp industry gave me insight into possibilities and
perils of negotiating a place-based politics of globalization. This local official’s skeptical
curiosity about ‘the other,’ his guarded openness to the possibility of different ways of
engaging in international relations, was source of cautious hope that the difficult work of
connecting places affected, indeed often divided by, processes of economic globalization
could have many improbable participants.
Methodology
That conversation was only my first formal experience talking about the U.S.Việt Nam trade dispute over shrimp with people in the coastal Mekong Delta, while
living and working in there during most of 2008. With a research assistant, I conducted a
total of 64 interviews with shrimp farmers, business people, and government workers in
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two coastal Mekong Delta provinces about an array of topics, ending with the following
two questions about the anti-dumping row:
(#1) Recently the U.S. government imposed tariffs on Vietnamese shrimp exports
to America. What is the effect of this tax on shrimp farming in this area?
(#2) In your opinion, what do you think America should do to conflict less and
cooperate more in the trade in seafood with Việt Nam? What should Việt Nam
do?
As with the shrimp producers in the Mississippi Delta I spoke with back in 2004,
people in the Mekong Delta gave a range of responses about themselves and how they
saw others. These responses reveal considerable diversity in their economic subjectivities
yet generally were subordinated to a discourse of nationalism and national difference that
stressed American development and wealth and Vietnamese underdevelopment and
poverty.
After getting answers to these questions, I often spoke with interviewees further.
(Some interview participants also had questions of their own for me about the American
shrimp business, my thoughts on the Mekong Delta shrimp sector, or simply turned my
questions back onto me, asking what I thought of the anti-dumping case and how I
thought America and Việt Nam could resolve their issues.) The main point I tried to
convey was to explain why I came to Việt Nam, to address the conflict between these two
river deltas, and how shrimp fishermen in the Mississippi Delta had also been affected by
falling prices in the past decade. As shrimp prices in the Mekong Delta in 2008 were the
lowest most producers had ever seen, following many years of steady decline that broadly
parallels changes seen in the Northern Gulf of Mexico market (Figure One), I hoped to
draw a contour line between their economic experience and that of Louisiana shrimp
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producers. My intention was to offer something of an alternative account of globalization
(however naively and imperfectly), one that did not consign Mekong and Mississippi
Delta shrimpers as mere stand-ins for nation-states or the developing and developed
worlds, one sensitive to the difference of local places while seeking to connect them
across long distances.
Another methodology - if it even deserves the name - in understanding
subjectivity related to globalization and nationalism was my daily, embodied experience
living in Southern Việt Nam. As I shall convey later, it was not so much my altering
anyone else’s subjectivity but my own ‘cultivation’ as a subject (ironically enough into
an ‘American’ persona), that would be the most productive of insights into the nexus of
subjectivity, nationalism and globalization.
A cacophony of caricatures – mediated representations of the U.S./Việt Nam shrimp
dispute
Our economic subjectivities are not purely the result of our will and embodied
experience, but they can be altered by practices of ‘work on the self’: Subjectivity is
shaped by the changing social contexts we live in, as Gibson-Graham (2006b:1-21, 13463) address with examples of industrial restructuring in Britain and Australia and its
jarring and multiple effects on the subjectivities of working-class male wage workers and
female unwaged workers. Following their displacement from traditional economic roles
and concurrent dislocation of their economic self-image, some people nostalgically
maintained their subjectivity and their investment in feelings of loss and disassociation,
while others redefined themselves, found new objects of economic desire, and
consequently new subjectivities to enact.
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Powerful economic discourses about globalization circulate in the mass media,
images and concepts that do subjectivizing work on people and places: From the
shuttered auto plants of Roger and Me to the cut-throat financial capital of Wall Street to
the daily recitation of the Dow Jones average as the measure of economic health, the
boundaries and contents of economic subjectivity are policed and shored up by such
narratives. Gibson-Graham (2006a:92-147) describe the discursive exclusion of noncapitalist economies from the language of ‘the economy,’ and thus from the embodied
subjectivities and material practices defined as ‘economic.’ Globalization is likewise
discursively empowered as a force that can penetrate anywhere and everywhere at will,
setting up a ‘script’ of local vulnerability and powerlessness that, if invested in by enough
people, becomes a material reality when those people enact such self-defeating weakness.
Such narratives are evident in the framing of the shrimp anti-dumping case and
the places involved in it in the U.S. and Vietnamese media. The narratives circulated in
these articles portrayed the contending parties around several potent tropes of the
globalization ‘script,’ such as the supposed benefits to developing countries of free trade
and the inevitable displacement of their inefficient competitors in developed nations,
drawing shrimp producers in the Gulf of Mexico and the Mekong Delta as (literally)
caricatures of themselves, shorn of their regional or sectoral distinctions or other markers
that might have offered grounds for different affinities (or at least more accurate
antagonisms).
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Coverage peaked in 2004 as the anti-dumping suit was being determined in court.
The New York Times (2004) published an editorial on July 21st entitled ‘Shrimp and
Mischief’ that claimed the flood of shrimp imports ‘flows naturally from the laws of
economics that this country is supposed to believe in’ and asserted that the domestic
shrimp industry, by pursuing an anti-dumping suit, was holding back free trade
negotiations and hurting poor people by impeding the lifting of trade barriers that ‘make
it hard for farmers in the developing world to sell their products.’ The low shrimp prices
seen in Louisiana were also experienced in the Mekong Delta, where prices were the
lowest seen in years in 2004 (Figure One), contributing to the bankruptcy of many shrimp
farmers there and prompting many others to shift from shrimp culture due to its falling
returns and high risks (Báo Cà Mau 2003). This trend of falling prices predated the filing
of tariffs in late 2003 and can be seen clearly in the Mekong Delta shrimp market, as in
the Louisiana shrimp market, since 2001 (Figure Five).
A cartoon (Figure
Two) accompanying a
Wall Street Journal
article on the shrimp
anti-dumping issue
(King 2004) dressed a
bearded representation
of U.S. shrimpers in an
American flag shirt,

Figure Two. Originally published in the WSJ, June 11th, 2004. Page A4.
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offering a small plate of shrimp to a consumer sitting down to eat. This representation
(literally) wrapped shrimpers in the national flag and framed the issue as one of generic
‘imports’ as such against ‘Americans,’ avoiding the collapse in prices which affected
domestic and foreign producers alike or the American seafood distributors, retailers and
importers who were prominent in their opposition to tariffs.
Even though six nations were targeted in the dumping lawsuit, it was Việt Nam
that was brought up again and again by all sides as an example to illustrate their points
about the benefits or dangers of globalization. One of the larger commercial fishermen’s
organizations in Louisiana put out a tee-shirt bearing a cartoon image of an ‘imported’
shrimp clearly drawn to reflect racial stereotypes of Vietnamese (Figure Three). While
this shirt’s choice of imagery also reflects
the legacy of hostility Vietnamese-

Figure Three. Tee-shirt issued by a Louisiana
commercial fishing organization, 2006.

American fishermen faced when they
arrived in the Northern Gulf thirty years
earlier, its immediate message is placing
Việt Nam front and center as the symbol
of the imports crisis. Posing Việt Nam as
the target of American shrimpers’
antagonism hardly contributes to any
cooperative politics or recognition of
similarity between shrimp producers of these two river deltas.
On the other side of the dispute, groups critical of the shrimp tariff made
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particular use of Việt Nam, claiming that nation as an economic globalization success
story by once again contrasting Vietnamese shrimp farmers and American fishermen,
drawing more lines of difference and incommensurability between those producers, but
on different discursive bases. The Fund for Reconciliation and Development, an NGO
focused on improving relations between the U.S. and Việt Nam, called American
shrimpers ‘Jumbo Shrimp’ who were seeking ‘Corporate Welfare’ at the expense of
Vietnamese peasants (Wells-Dang 2004). Their editorial, which appeared on the website
of the liberal think tank Foreign Policy in Focus, compared the anti-dumping suit to the
World Trade Organization’s policies ‘tilted in favor of the strong over the weak.’ Yet the
argument in the editorial strongly paralleled the talking points circulated by the
CITAC/ASDA (Consuming Industries Trade Action Committee / American Seafood
Distributor’s Association) Shrimp Task Force, the leading group fighting the tariffs
representing some of the largest seafood importers and wholesalers in the country,
whereas almost all shrimp fishermen are household producers, certainly not corporations.
An op-ed in the March 29th, 2004 Washington Post (Mallaby 2004) expressed this mix of
national(ist) economic stereotype and globalization rhetoric succinctly, pivoting on an
imaginary of economic difference between the U.S. and Việt Nam:
“…Vietnamese peasants get jobs; American teenagers munch their
products as they goggle at TV: This is globalization. As always with
globalization, someone has a grievance. Traditional American shrimpers
are hurting, because cultivated shrimp are driving down prices. It’s hard to
blame ‘unfair’ behavior by the Thais or Vietnamese, who are simply more
efficient.”
This short passage captures several binary oppositions at the heart of globalization
discourse: Consumers/workers, inefficient/efficient, traditional/modern,
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developed/developing. American shrimpers are placed on one side as traditional,
inefficient, and fundamentally out of place as Americans. The U.S., after all, is a country
where teenagers ‘goggle at TV,’ not work on their parents’ shrimp boats. For such people
to stand in the face of globalization is as inevitable as their defeat, which is considered an
economic fact of being ‘simply more efficient,’ not a political, ethical, or even empirical
question.
The socio-economic differences between an American shrimp fisherman and a
Vietnamese shrimp farmer are real enough, and shrimpers in the Mississippi Delta, even
after living through tough economic times in recent years, individually have much more
material wealth than most of their counterparts in the Mekong Delta do. Further, the
privations caused by the imposition of anti-dumping tariffs on Mekong Delta producers
were real (Fritsch 2004), as was the economic suffering of shrimpers in the Gulf of
Mexico that prompted those tariffs’ imposition.
Yet, despite these differences between shrimpers in the U.S. and Việt Nam, they
have their households. The similar organization of labor and ownership of the immediate
means of production between these Global North and Global South shrimp producers is a
commonality that contests their characterization as incommensurate representatives of
their respective national economic identities. As to their relative economic
competitiveness, Vietnamese shrimp was generally slightly cheaper than Gulf shrimp in
the New York City wholesale market during the 2000s (Figure Five), especially in the
large sized, low-count black tigers (P. monodon) that constitute most of Việt Nam’s
production and almost all in the Mekong Delta. The shrimp fishery in the Northern Gulf
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Figure Four. Frozen shrimp prices in the New York City wholesale market, 1998-2009.

Source: Calculated from NOAA Fisheries (1998-2000; 2002-09) Fishery Market News. Weekly report. NOAA Fisheries: New York City.

of Mexico primarily harvests small shrimp, however, meaning that the Mississippi and
Mekong Delta shrimp sectors specialize in opposite ends of the shrimp market, a form of
inter-regional difference that complicates the simple question of their being competitive
or not. Further, both American and Vietnamese shrimp steadily lost competitiveness
against the world’s leading low-cost producer, Thailand, as the 2000s progressed, due to
the rapid expansion of Pacific white shrimp (P. vannamei) farming there. So while these
two coastal regions are competitors in the U.S. shrimp market, they not each other’s most
serious competition, rather sharing a common vulnerability to cheaper production
systems elsewhere but in their respective niches of the market.
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Results: Opinions of interview participants on the anti-dumping dispute and U.S./
Việt Nam cooperation in the shrimp trade
Over the course of fieldwork in the Mekong Delta with shrimp farmers and others
in that region’s shrimp sector, the most consistent response to my query about the
dumping conflict was that Việt Nam did not dump shrimp. As it was explained to me,
because Việt Nam’s cost of production was so much less than in the U.S., naturally
Vietnamese shrimp would be cheaper too. Their explanation of low production costs
centered on low wages, but several emphasized the extensive nature of production
(requiring little in the way of capitalized inputs) and the use of household labor which did
not require monetary wages:
“…the farmers essentially use their own land to produce, so they don’t have to
rent land from anybody. They grow shrimp with a low density, requiring little
feed and the shrimp grow fast so the investment is small. They use family labor
primarily.” (Provincial fisheries official)
“Farmers produce essentially by a family model, making use of their own
labor power so they can economize a lot on their costs, they can produce
products with a low cost of production - that shouldn’t be called
dumping.” (Fisheries researcher)
Many respondents also articulated a politics of international fairness and justice centered
on inequalities between the U.S. and Việt Nam:
“Why does the U.S. do an anti-dumping tax on Việt Nam when Việt
Nam’s poor and doesn’t give subsidies like America does, which is rich?
The Vietnamese government doesn’t have the means to ensure the living
standards of its farmers.” (Shrimp larvae dealer)
“Việt Nam isn’t dumping on the U.S., the U.S. is dumping on Việt Nam!
Việt Nam isn’t a big power, but America is. So Việt Nam and the U.S.
should shake hands, cooperate together, help each other to develop. …We
need students and scientists from abroad to come to help us.” (Extensive
shrimp farmer)
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Both of these kinds of responses emphasized differences between the U.S. and
Việt Nam, although in each certain ironic parallels can be drawn: First, in both the
Gulf coast and Mekong Delta, household economies are the prevalent source of
labor for harvesting shrimp; and in fact in both deltas such unwaged, flexible
labor is key to holding down costs to survive economic crisis (Marks 2005).
Further, while it’s correct that Vietnamese farmers do not get production
subsidies, American shrimp fishermen also operate more or less without
government subsidy. This is all the more ironic given that Vietnamese
respondents sometimes asserted that American shrimp producers got subsidies, or
asked me if they did, and some American shrimp fishermen I interviewed in years
past likewise asserted that Việt Nam and other exporting countries offered
subsides to their shrimp producers.
Other responses revealed more about differences among people within the
Mekong Delta shrimp sector, namely how they were not all equally affected by the U.S.
tariff and low producer prices. Some shrimp processors faced higher tariffs under the
anti-dumping regulations than others, a point the more heavily affected firms emphasized
to me when they asserted tax rates should be equalized among all exporters. While
processors saw bond requirements related to the anti-dumping tariff and escalating
technical barriers to the U.S. as major impediments to an improved trading relationship,
many farmers emphasized a different point - that tariff or not, what they needed was for
their prices to go up:
“If our prices are decent, then we’ll make a profit … We’re just farmers,
we just farm, we don’t know about all that (other) stuff! …” (Shrimp
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farmer)
“If the U.S. market buys shrimp at a high price then we’ll get a high price,
this will encourage Vietnamese farmers because they’ll make money and
won’t be paying a ‘dumping’ tax. If they buy at a low price, farmers will
likewise have to accept that. They don’t have enough power to get any
organization to pay attention to them.” (Intensive shrimp farmer)
“The U.S. putting this ‘anti-dumping’ tax against Việt Nam isn’t correct
because Vietnamese processors buy shrimp from farmers at a cheap price
so they can export them at a low price. Việt Nam sells shrimp cheaply but
this also is a boon for the American consumers, if they bought them high
they’d have to sell them to you at a high price!” (Intensive shrimp farmer)
Here we see some class distance between farmers and processors/exporters, given that
processors can (to an extent) pass on declining prices to farmers who must ultimately
bear them, as well as differential knowledge of the details of the anti-dumping case. The
varying effects of tariffs and low prices on different firms in the Mekong Delta shrimp
sector shows that there is in fact no single, unified ‘Vietnamese’ position on free trade in
shrimp, but a diversity of positions reflective of their power in the industry. Some people,
like farmers seeking higher prices, are more amenable to the interests of American
shrimp fishermen, while others, like shrimp processors, are more akin to American
seafood wholesalers seeking stable and fair trading conditions but less concern about
prices per se. If ‘America’ means the interest of consumers for cheap shrimp, as one
respondent argued, then low prices are beneficial to the U.S. but harmful to Việt Nam;
but if one refers to shrimp producers in both countries, their interests are not so inherently
opposed.
Conclusions: Becoming ‘Uncle America,’ or the role of researcher subjectivity in
trans-local economic geography fieldwork
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This paper has attempted to show how economic subjectivities based on presumed
national differences within a capitalocentric globalization script obscures both the
specificity of the places involved and possible commonalities between them. Defining the
issue of low shrimp prices as ‘foreign imports’ does much to define the players in the
anti-dumping conflict in national terms, marginalizing local and regional differences in
the respective countries as well as similarities between places that may reveal how this
‘international conflict’ has winners and losers in each of the involved nations, potential
constituencies for an alternative politics of globalization in the shrimp industry. Yet this
does not complete the story, because as I came to find out, subjectivity is a highly
unstable quality, and researchers are not immune from being cultivated as different
subjects as they go about trying to redefine others’ relationships.
The most complicating factor to my articulation of a trans-local politics of
globalization in the Mekong Delta was, ironically, myself - or more precisely my
embodiment, my nationality, and as Althusser (1971) would call it, their interpellation or
‘hailing’ by the people around me in everyday life. Being a foreigner, albeit one who
spoke passable conversational Vietnamese, and moreover an American, broadcast a
whole series of interpersonal signals: For university students who wanted to practice with
a native speaker of American-accented English, for older people with experience in the
war working with Americans but had little or no contact with them after 1975, even for
veterans of the Communist insurgency to whom I was introduced to as ‘an American’ and
them to me as ‘a VC’ – I was constantly interpellated around an expansive ‘American’
subjectivity drawing from decades of U.S. political and military intervention in Việt
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Nam, the whole arsenal of contemporary Hollywood spectacles, and people’s past and
future projections of themselves in relation to America and Americans, be it older folks
still looking to leave the country after being stigmatized for serving in the South
Vietnamese Army or undergraduates dreaming of Fulbrights. Against all this, my feeble
array of counter-narratives, explaining that I was actually from a part of the Southern
United States that had many parallels with Việt Nam’s Mekong Delta - the Mississippi
Delta - didn’t really stand a chance. Even before I’d left the U.S., I found I couldn’t
escape the particular historical shadow that continues to hang over the U.S./Việt Nam
relationship. Visiting home in south Louisiana before my departure, on more than one
occasion people I told I was heading to Việt Nam asked me if I was in the military.
During my time in Việt Nam, I ironically found myself being cultivated as a
subject more so than those I interacted with. In the many aforementioned situations of
daily life, fieldwork, and informal conversations, I was repeatedly defined, and came to
identify more and more, as ‘an American.’ Yet two particular incidents involving my
name itself, or rather new names that I received, that really brought home the powerful
nature of subjectivity, the ‘stickiness’ of national registers of identity, and the difficulties
and opportunities our subjectivities can bring to the experience of trans-local fieldwork.
The first nickname derived from the host family I lived with who had a young
toddler. Whether the idea originated with him or his parents, I became known to him as
‘Chủ Mỹ,’ literally ‘Uncle America,’ a term coupling my relative age difference with him
and my distinguishing quality relative to his other relatives. The term caught on around
the house, and just as Althusser’s policeman shouting ‘Hey You!,’ I started turning
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around when I heard ‘Chủ Mỹ.’ Another nickname story illustrates the weight of
historical expectations and the possibilities of embodiment to challenge national
stereotypes. Once on a trip with a friend in the rural Mekong Delta, we stopped to talk
with a relative. Word that I was around had gotten around, I was told, and folks had
already given me a nickname – ‘Mỹ con,’ or ‘the baby American.’ I asked for some
clarification. “Oh, the old people around here, they remember when the American
soldiers were here during the war. But when they saw you they said, ‘We remember
Americans being much larger people.’” I guess I destabilized their image of Americans in
olive drab, heavily armed, and speaking no Vietnamese, and in that sense infinitesimally
altered the difficult historical relationship between Việt Nam and America.
So what does this story have to do with my pursuit of a ‘Shrimpers of the World,
Unite!’ politics? Essentially, it means that counter-topography projects must pay close
attention to subjectivity and the often strange consequences of those subjectivities
coming into contact with each other along contour-lines of global connectivity. My
interpersonal experiences as ‘Uncle America,’ a persona I came to inhabit quite
comfortably, a gregarious foreigner who learned a tremendous deal from a great many
people who were drawn to me out of my ‘American-ness’ but from that initial point often
became close friends, allowing me and them a more nuanced and complex view of our
specific, situated life experience beyond national stereotypes and mediated images. As
much as I was unavoidably ‘American,’ my being present where I was, with whom I was,
when I was, broke with many presumptions and prejudices on my part and, I believe,
those I interacted with. No trans-local politics of globalization, grounded on the surface
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of this incredibly diverse planet, can stitch together connections between places without a
great many such indeterminate steps.
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APPENDIX D. HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL LETTER
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APPENDIX E. SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW SCRIPTS
Questions for interviews with shrimp farmers
Shrimp farming process
(1) These days, what work are you doing in farming shrimp?
(2) This year, how is the shrimp farming?
(3) Please describe the process you use to farm shrimp. For example, how many ponds do
you have, and what model or system of production do you use? Why do you use this
production process?
(4) When did you start shrimp farming? What was your occupation before you started to
farm shrimp?
(5) Has your process of farming shrimp changed since you started farming shrimp? If
your process of farming shrimp changed, why did it change?
(6) Since you started shrimp farming, have you changed the number of crops a year you
produce? If you changed the number of crops, why did you change?
(7) Since you started shrimp farming, have you changed the number of shrimp larvae you
place in your ponds? If you changed the number of shrimp, why did you change?
(8) Since you started shrimp farming, have you changed from natural shrimp larvae to
hatchery-raised shrimp larvae? If you changed, why did you change?
Local environment
(9) How long have you lived here?
(10) Has the natural environment in this area changed during the time you’ve lived here?
If the natural environment is different, describe the difference and how do you explain
the changes?
(11) Is the land use in this area different or the same during the time you live here? If the
land use has changed, describe how it has changed.
Shrimp diseases
(12) This year, do you have many problems with shrimp diseases?
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(13) Is the problem of shrimp disease different compared with when you began shrimp
farming? If it has changed, how has it changed, and how do you explain the change?
(14) How do you know when the shrimp are sick?
(15) When you have a shrimp disease problem, what do you do?
(16) What can you do to protect your shrimp from the shrimp diseases? Is this effective?
(17) What is the cost to you of protecting your shrimp from shrimp diseases? What is the
benefit to you of protecting your shrimp from shrimp diseases?
Household economies
(18) How did you decide to begin shrimp farming? What did your family think about
beginning shrimp farming?
(19) Has your family’s life changed because since you began farming shrimp? If your
family’s life has changed, what are a few important changes?
(20) Do people in your family have other occupations than shrimp farming?
(21) What times of the year are the busiest for your family? How do you negotiate doing
the work of shrimp farming and the other work you do at those times?
(22) In the Mekong Delta, the majority of shrimp farmers are farmers, in the household
economy, not businesses or commercial farms. In your opinion, what are the benefits to a
farmer farming shrimp, in the household economy, and what are the challenges?
(23) In this area, have some people stopped farming shrimp? Why do they stop? If people
have stopped farming shrimp, what is their occupation now?
(24) Are new people starting to farm shrimp in this area? Why do they start? What did
those people do before they farmed shrimp?
Relations of production
Inputs
(25) Usually, where you buy the inputs (for example, shrimp seed, shrimp feed, and
medicines) to farm shrimp? Why do you buy them there and not another place?
(26) Presently, are input prices (examples, shrimp seed, shrimp feed, medicine) different
than when you started farming shrimp? If they are different, how are they different, and
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how do you explain the change?
(27) If input prices are different now, what is the effect on how you farm shrimp?

Shrimp sales
(28) Usually, where do you sell the shrimp you harvest? Why do you sell shrimp there
and not to another place?
(29) Presently, shrimp prices are low compared to a few years ago. Do the low shrimp
prices affect your shrimp farming? If low prices affect how you farm shrimp, how do
they affect it?
(30) Who in the shrimp farming sector is affected by the low shrimp prices? For the
people affected, is this a negative effect, or a positive effect? Why is that?
(31) This year, is it easy or difficult for shrimp farmers to sell raw shrimp?
Product quality
(32) Presently, is the quality of shrimp different than when you started farming shrimp? If
quality is different, how is it different, and how do you explain the change?
(33) What do shrimp farmers do to make the quality of shrimp higher or lower? What do
shrimp buyers, processors and exporters do to make the quality of shrimp higher or
lower?
(34) If you produce a higher quality shrimp, is there a benefit to you (for example, when
you sell them)? If you produce a lower quality shrimp, what is the cost or a penalty to
you?
Credit and capital
(35) Usually, where do you get money for farming shrimp? Why do you use this source
of capital?
(36) Presently, is getting money for farming shrimp different than when you started
farming shrimp? (For example, is it easier or more difficult, cheaper or more expensive?)
(37) If getting capital is now different, what is the effect on how you farm shrimp?
Contracts

261

(38) Do you use contracts to farm shrimp? Why? (*If yes, ask: How does using contracts
affect how your shrimp farming?)
Conflict and cooperation
(39) There are many people that work in the shrimp farming sector: shrimp farmers,
shrimp farm workers, feed suppliers, fry suppliers, collectors, wholesalers, processors,
exporters, banks. Which people in the shrimp farming sector cooperate with each other a
lot, and which ones conflict with each other a lot? Why is that?
(40) What does 'cheating' mean in the shrimp farming sector? What happens when
someone 'cheats' someone else in the shrimp farming sector? What is the benefit to the
person who 'cheats'? What is the penalty if they are caught / found out 'cheating'?
(41) What should people in the farmed shrimp sector do to cooperate more?
Relationship between Việt Nam and America
(42) Recently the U.S. government imposed taxes on Vietnamese shrimp exports to
America. In your opinion, what do you think America should do to conflict less and
cooperate more in the trade in seafood with Việt Nam? What should Việt Nam do?
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Questions for interviews with local officials
Questions about work
(1) What work are you doing today?
(2) What work do you normally do?
Agriculture/Fisheries extension
(3) What work do local authorities do to help the shrimp farmers?
(4) In this area, what are the successes in extension, helping the shrimp farmers? What
are the difficulties and challenges for extension, helping the shrimp farmers in this area?
Local environment
(5) Is the natural environment in this area different or the same since the reunification of
Việt Nam? If the natural environment is different, what are the differences and how do
you explain the changes?
(6) Is the land use in this area different or the same since the reunification of Việt Nam?
If the land use has changed, describe how it has changed.
Shrimp farming process
(7) Presently, what are the popular models of agricultural and aquacultural production in
this area? What are the popular models of shrimp farming in this area?
(8) Are the popular models of agricultural and aquaculture production in this area
different or the same since the reunification of Việt Nam? If agricultural and aquaculture
production models have changed, how have they changed and why?
(9) Have shrimp farmers in this area changed the number of crops a year they produce? If
shrimp farmers changed the number of crops, why did they change?
(10) Have shrimp farmers in this area changed the number of shrimp fry they stock in
their ponds? If shrimp farmers changed the number of shrimp fry, why did they change?
(11) Have shrimp farmers in this area changed from using natural shrimp larvae to
hatchery-raised shrimp larvae? If the farmers changed the shrimp larvae they use, why
did they change?
(12) Are shrimp farmers here growing the p. vannamei shrimp? Why?
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(13) In the Mekong Delta, the majority of shrimp farmers are farmers, in the household
economy, not businesses or commercial farms. What are the benefits to a farmer growing
shrimp, and what are the challenges?
(14) Recently in this area, have some people stopped farming shrimp? Why? If people
have stopped farming shrimp, what is their occupation now?
(15) Recently in this area, are new people starting to farm shrimp? Why? What did those
people do before they farmed shrimp?
Shrimp diseases
(16) This year in this area, are there many problems with shrimp diseases?
(17) Has the problem of shrimp disease changed over time? If it has changed, how has it
changed, and how do you explain the change?
(18) What can people do to protect their shrimp from the shrimp diseases? Is this
effective?
(19) What is the cost to the shrimp farmer of protecting their shrimp from shrimp
diseases? What is the benefit to the shrimp farmer of protecting their shrimp from shrimp
diseases?
Shrimp prices
(20) Presently, shrimp prices are low compared to a few years ago. What is the effect of
low shrimp prices on how shrimp farmers grow shrimp?
(21) Who in the shrimp farming sector is affected by the low shrimp prices? For the
people affected, is this a negative effect, or a positive effect? Why is that?
Product quality
(22) In this area, has the quality of shrimp changed over time? If shrimp quality is
different, how is it different, and how do you explain the change?
(23) What do shrimp farmers do to make the quality of shrimp higher or lower? What do
shrimp buyers, processors and exporters do to make the quality of shrimp higher or
lower?
(24) If shrimp farmers produce a higher quality shrimp, is there a benefit to them (for
example, a higher price)? If they produce a lower quality shrimp, what is the cost or the
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penalty to them?
Credit and capital
(25) This year, is the credit and capital situation in the farmed shrimp sector different
than in the past? If the situation is different, how is it different, and what is the effect?
(26) This year, is it easy or difficult for shrimp farmers to sell shrimp?
Contracts
(27) In this area, do farmers use contracts to farm shrimp? Why? (*If yes, ask: How does
using contracts affect how farmers produce shrimp?)
Conflict and cooperation
(28) There are many people that work in the shrimp farming sector: shrimp farmers,
shrimp farm workers, feed suppliers, seed suppliers, collectors, wholesalers, processors,
exporters, banks. Which people in the shrimp farming sector cooperate with each other a
lot, and which ones conflict with each other a lot? Why is that?
(29) What does 'cheating' mean in the shrimp farming sector? What happens when
someone 'cheats' someone else in the shrimp farming sector? What is the benefit to the
person who 'cheats'? What is the penalty if they are caught / found out 'cheating'?
(30) What should people in the farmed shrimp sector do to cooperate more?
Relationship between Việt Nam and America
(31) Recently the U.S. government imposed tariffs on Vietnamese shrimp exports to
America. What is the effect of this tax on shrimp farming in this area?
(32) In your opinion, what do you think America should do to conflict less and cooperate
more in the trade in seafood with Việt Nam? What should Việt Nam do?
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Questions for interviews with shrimp businesses (not processors)
(1) How long have you worked in this business?
(2) How is business this year?
(3) What products do you buy / what products do you sell here? What products are the
most popular that you buy / sell?
(4) What advice do you offer to your customers about using those products?
(5) Before you began doing this work, what was your occupation?
(6) Why did you start to do this work?
(7) How does the quality compare between the products you sell?
(8) About how much do you buy / sell (money and quantity) a year?
(9) Do you buy / sell products by cash? By credit? Why’s that?
(10) Where is your home town? How long have you lived here?
(11) Do you buy / sell products by contracts? Why so?
(12) This year how are the prices of inputs? How do input prices affect your business?
(13) This year how are the prices of shrimp? How do shrimp prices affect your business?
(14) Where do you buy your products from? Where do you sell your products to? Why do
you do business with that company, and not some other one?
(15) When someone buys from or sells to you, why do they choose to do business with
you and not to another person?
(16) How has the business changed since you started in the business?
(17) How is the relationship between your business and the shrimp farmers?
(19) How is the relationship between your business and other businesses in the shrimp
sector?
(20) How much cooperation is there between your business and local government?
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(21) This year, how is the problem of shrimp diseases around here? What is the effect of
those diseases on your business?
(22) How does the credit situation this year affect your business?
(23) At present, what are the main problems of your business?
(24) At present, what are the main advantages for your business?
(25) Recently the U.S. government imposed tariffs on Vietnamese shrimp exports to
America. What is the effect of this tax on shrimp farming in this area?
(26) In your opinion, what do you think America should do to conflict less and cooperate
more in the trade in seafood with Việt Nam? What should Việt Nam do?
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Questions for interviews with shrimp processors
(1) How many years have you worked for this company, or working at this job?
(2) How is business this year? Is it successful?
(3) How does your company buy shrimp? Do you buy them directly from the producer, or
through other agents? Do you pay cash or buy on credit? Do you buy through contracts or
in the open market?
(4) This year shrimp prices are very low. How do low prices affect your business?
(5) This year the cost of production for shrimp is high. How do higher costs affect your
business?
(6) This year in Việt Nam there are many financial problems like high interest rates and
inflation. Do those problems affect your business? If they do affect it, how do they?
(7) This year, is it easy or difficult to buy and sell shrimp?
(8) Is there enough raw shrimp available this year to meet the processing demand?
(9) How does your company cooperate or link together with other businesses in the
shrimp farming sector?
(10) How does your company cooperate or link together with shrimp farmers?
(11) This year, it’s often said that shrimp farmers and processors must link together more
closely. What is the benefit to shrimp farmers of linking together? What is the benefit to
shrimp processors?
(12) If you company makes a link to a shrimp farmer, what are your responsibilities and
your costs to make this linkage? What are the responsibilities and costs to the farmer who
links with you?
(13) How do linkages between shrimp farmers and processors change their relationships
with other businesses in the shrimp farming sector?
(14) What kinds of product certifications or programs does your company participate in?
How does that participation affect your business?
(15) What are the main opportunities and challenges in the development of your
business?
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(16) What is the effect of the Vietnamese currency’s foreign exchange rate on your
business?
(17) How do you think the introduction of vannamei shrimp will affect the shrimp
farming sector?
(18) How has the U.S. government’s anti-dumping case affecting your company?
(19) How could Việt Nam and the U.S. cooperate more and conflict less in the trade in
shrimp? In particular, how could these two countries cooperate better to improve shrimp
prices?
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APPENDIX F. PARTICIPATORY RURAL APPRAISAL (PRA) SCRIPT
Questionnaire for PRA with shrimp farmers
Local map
Ask about the following during drawing of the local map:
Agriculture, aquaculture (land use)
Canals and creeks (water resources)
Institutions and population
Transect map
Ask during drawing of the transect map:
Begin from the side of a road or canal across the fields and ponds to another road or canal
Draw in level of the land and land uses – distinguish between different types/uses of land.
Transect map information matrix
Ask participants about these characteristics for each of the land uses identified:
Includes (for each land use identified):
-Water (level during the year/elevation)
-Vegetation
-Wild plants
-Crop plants
-Domesticated livestock and poultry
-Wild land animals
-Aquacultured water animals
-Wild water animals
-Difficulties encountered in production here
-Benefits of production here
List of important historical events
Ask participants to explain important events during their time living in this place.
Types of events to ask about: Social or political events; changes to agriculture, fisheries,
and land use; changes to the environment; changes in community or infrastructures.
Yearly cropping calendar
Ask participants to describe the following for each month during this past year:
Rainy season
Season of significant salinity
Shrimp farming season
Agricultural cropping season
Other work (such as work for hire, petty trading)
Household income
Costs of agricultural and aquacultural production
Selling price of shrimp
SWOT (Strength Weakness Opportunity Threat) Analysis
Ask participants what are the main strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats in the
development of their household economies and livelihoods at present.
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APPENDIX G. PLANTS AND ANIMALS IDENTIFIED BY INTERVIEW AND PRA
PARTICIPANTS
Names
Vietnamese name
English name
Scientific name

Trees

Vegetables
and grasses

Fishes

Crustacea

So đũa
Bạch đằng

Scarlet wisteria
Eucalyptus

Sesbania grandiflora
Eucalyptus spp.

Mắm

Black mangrove

Avicennia spp.

Đước

Red mangrove

Rhizophora spp.

Lá dừa nước

Nypa palm

Nypa fruiticans

Cây dừa

Coconut palm

Cocos nucifera

Cây nhãn
Gừa

Longan tree
Banyan / weeping fig

Dimocarpus longan
Ficus microcarpa

Đậu đũa

Yardlong bean

Bồ ngót / lá xuân hoa

Medicinal herb

Vigna unguiculata subsp.
Sesquipedalis
Pseuderanthemum palatiferum

Rau dền

Vegetable amaranth

Hành tím

Asian purple shallot

Amaranthus viridis / Amaranthus
tricolor
Allium ascalonicum

Rau muống

Water spinach

Ipomoea aquatica

Cây lúa

Domesticated Asian rice

Oryza sativa

Núa

Neohouzeaua spp.

Sậy

Medium-sized tropical
Bamboo
Common reeds

Cỏ năng

Spikerushes

Eleocharis spp.

Bồn bồn

Narrow leaf cattail

Typha angustifolia

Cá chình

Marbled eel

Anguilla marmorata

Cá Bổng tương

Marbled goby

Oxyeleotris marmorata

Cá chẽm

Barrimundi

Lates calcarifer

Cá kèo

Elongated goby

Pseudapocryptes elongates

Cá nâu

Scats

Scatophagidae

Cá đối

Mullets

Mugilidae

Cá phi

Tilapias

Tilapiinae

Cá chép

Carps

Cyprenidae

Cá lóc

Snakehead

Channa maculata

Cá trê

Walking catfish

Clarias batrachus

Cá ngát

Eel-tail catfishes

Plotosidae

Cá sặc rằn

Snakeskin gourami

Trichogaster pectoralis

Ghẹ
Cua biển
Tôm đất

Asian blue crab
Mud crab
Sand shrimp / greasyback
shrimp
Banana prawn
Black tiger shrimp
Pacific white shrimp

Portunus pelagicus
Scylla serrata
Metapenaeus ensis

Tôm (Tép) bạc
Tôm sú
Tôm (thẻ) chân trắng

Phragmites spp.

Fenneropenaeus merguiensis
Penaeus monodon
Penaeus vannamei

