


land to raise small livestock, knitting and repairing fishing nets, small trading and
work in fishpond and shucking clams on the mudflats. Many of the vang-collec­
tors belong to families where the husbands and sons are engaged in fishing activi­
ties: many households in the three districts have at least one or two members who
is/are involved in the fishery (harvesters of fresh fish), but also as post-harvester
(marketing/trading/ distributing. The collectors of the Day estuary come from
coastal communes, especially Nam Dien, to hire themselves to vang-breeders. The
self-appointed owners of these mudflats guarantee a better marketing of clams,
which expresses itself in higher wages paid to the collectors.

~~~ I
The origins of the vang-culture in Nghia Hung date back to the early nineties, when!
a local trader and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Lam, started to breed vang instead of justl
collecting the clams. A visit to Southern China where they first saw the industry!
enabled them to introduce vangbreeding at home. Soon, the culture in the inter-I
tidal zone between the Day River and the sea had to be protected against outsidersI
because, after the initial success, others followed mainly on the invitation of the pio-'II

neers who lent money and gave assistance. By monopolizing contacts with Chinese
• I

trade networks near the border, this was an easy task. An area of about 1,000 hectaresI
between the estuaries of the Ninh Co and the Day River came under cultivation.i
Access to the area was free, because nobody claimed it at the time. After five or six II.

years the economic success of the Lam couple and their dependents did not remain I.

unnoticed. Local authorities tried to regain control over the area, which they treatedi
as a common property matter. It was argued that co- management (cong quan lyll
of the mudflats was necessary because of pollution and diseases. In 1997, the coupleII

was offered a contract based on the estimated harvest of the previous year. In the
proposal it was stipulated that an amount of 200,000 to 300,OOOVND per hectare!
would suffice as a compensation for the production of the last 5 or 6 years. Pur-]
thermore, Mr. and Mrs. Lam received an offer of an area of 64 ha, while 5 other!
operators received permission to cultivate vangon another 64 hectares. It is not clearI';

whether the Lam's ever paid the requested lease sum, but in 1999 the district through
its chairman Nguyen Van Du requested a new contract and a sum of 1 million VNDI1
per hectare. At the same time the area assigned to the Lams was reduced to 3 ha.]
Needless to say, this situation brought about conflict. The obvious reaction of theII
Lam family was that the district wanted to capitalize on their initial success and that I
its argumentation that the area was a common property was a pretext for its ownI
purposes. Soon accusations of corruption were aired. By assigning a limited area to I'

the Lams and another five families, the district authorities tried to curb the Lam's,
I

influence. At least another 24 families were offered contracts in order to regulate III

their activities on the mudflats. A special management working-unit, called the Dong
cua Day, was created. The contestants mobilised their supporters and demanded aI
public meeting, which took place near the mudflats. A provisional settlement wasI
reached, but after some new contracts were signed, it turned out that the Lam's were!
not enabled to sign a contract that would acknowledge their initial efforts. The local III

press became interested in the case, partly because a reporter from the Nam Dinh
provincial newspaper had relatives in the area. Other newspapers and magazines fol­
lowed. The Lam family won national attention when their picture appeared on the I

front cover of the March II, 2000 issue of a magazine that reports on activities of
the Catholic community in northern Vietnam, 'The Catholic' (Nguoi CongGiao).
Nam Dinh and its adjacent province Ninh Binh belong to the cradle provinces of
Catholic conversion since the 17u1century. Both provinces have the highest number
of Catholics of northern Vietnam. There was, however, no clear religious dimension
in the case, but the fact that a considerable number of Catholic households worked
in the bai combined with Mrs. Lam's Catholic background, made the case interest­
ing for the editors. The dispute got bogged down on the question of whether Lam
and their followers should receive compensation and extra land. A smear campaign
accusing the Lams of the use of physical force aggravated the matter. Accusations of
corruption and a public complaint by Mrs. Lam against the Chairman of the district,
divided the advocates and opponents, including the regional and provincial press. At
the time of our research, May and June 2001, no settlement had been reached and
new press publications appeared. Headlines like.' Stormy life in the sea- bai of south­
ern Nam Dinh '(Songgio 0 bai trieu dongNam Dinh) and 'Some cockles keep people
bound!' (Nhung con vang co nguoi!) suggested bitter personal conflicts based on
financial interests. Lam and his allies have been accused of offering bribes to people
who worked for them ('Kichxu?'i.e, How to flush money?), while other newspapers
voiced concerned about the closed access (khongduongra bai) to the mudflats.

In the course of 2001, a compromise was reached which at least left options open
for the main protagonists. Being linked to district authorities by family ties the Lam
couple abstained from legal action and decided to make the best of a bad job. The
district authorities, who had the legal powers on their side, proposed a settlement
which left the villages bordering the 'bai vang'the choice between investing in fishing
rights or the leasing of bai-land." A 1991 decree by the central government enabled
the district authorities to regain the disputed tidal area and leaving no options for
those who regarded the seashore as a common pool resource. Administrative man­
agement was 'temporarily' assigned to the communes bordering the mudflats (Deci­
sion 1917, issued on 14 September 2001). Several communes executed the order. In
Nam Dien commune, the mudflats were divided in plots of about 250 to 400 m2 and
these were offered for lease at an average price of 2 million VND (about 120 US$ in
mid 2002). 23 Families profited from the deal and acquired annual rights for breed­
ing vang at a total price of 39 million VND. In another commune, Nghia Loi, the
bidding was offered at a price per hectare between 2 to 3 millions, depending on the
quality of the soil: 20 families received 31,3 ha (interview with the chairman of the
People's Committee). In total, 125 households obtained leaseholds on the mudflats
on an area of 240 hectares. This time, village authorities obtained the sums of money
and regulated the bidding process by limiting the period of leasehold (two to five
years). The flipside of the coin, however, was the limited access to the mudflats for
those women whose households were un able to bid for leaseholds. As one of them
said, 'We don't sell vang anymore, because we are small businesswomen; we can't
compete with the 'stable dealers'. Their capital is big, so that they can buy and sell
at a lower price to take more customers (....) Everyday we meet, we salute, talk and
smile, but whenever they find out that we compete, they will decrease the price and
drive us out of the market' (interview with a vang collector and trader from Nam
Dien, May 10,2002). With the small traders gone, many collectors had to turn to



the leaseholders of the enclosures to hire themselves out as a workforce. The
are mixed: in some communes the regulation of the mudflats is seen as beneficial!
for the inhabitants, while in others complaints are still heard about the lack of
access to the coastal zone and the higher degree of competition among the
segments of the population. The district authorities regard it as their duty to
late the situation. With the help of the provincial authorities, they hope to
national and international investors. The presentation of a master plan is a case
point. At least 5 projects are proposed including the construction of an irrigation I
canal to serve shrimp culture (60 billion VND) and a sea dyke embankment in
of the communes (10 billion VND). With the addition of a rehabilitation project
mangroves, concern for a better environment is shown, but it is clear that the
plain of Nghia Hung district will be developed as an area for aquaculture. The
family is, in spite of their demise, still in control of the lucrative market: one of
daughters operates a selling point near the dyke to buy clams from everybody
wants to sell.

Conclusions

As I stated at the beginning, at first glance the 'vang-affair' resembles a local
ation of the classic 'tragedy of the commons' type of conflict: shrimp cultivation
and a common stock of bivalves is exploited' by 'free riders' who create a
dilemma about the question of who 'owns' the common property of the
sea (Hardin 1968; see also McCay 1987; and Ientoft et al. 1998). A closer
however, revealed that the 'commons' never have been an open-access resource]
The state regulated the mudflats in terms of communal land (dat cong bai),
meant that usufruct rights belonged to communes and not to individual
holds. The quick economic developments, however, created factors, which
less to do with property rights per se, but with differences in social and economid
power. Already in 1994, Nielsen and others pointed to a polarization
within local communities which benefited better-off households and reduced
livelihood of poor and marginal people, 'every time an intertidal area is convei
into aquaculture ponds' by tightening the area's natural production. With
increasing claims on the mudflats, this process accelerates. The quest for propertjl
rights and the regulation for utilisation of the mudflats and the wetlands have
taken over by state agencies. The mangroves and the mudflats are indeed ' __ . JIJ

by the state as symbolised by the authority of the People's Committees
and commune, assisted by Forestry Protection Management bodies and the
cial protection forces that operate in the area. The district People's Committed
allocated specific property rights for mangrove and mudflat areas including
to fish and rights to convert areas to aquaculture ponds. (People's Committee
Nghia Hung district, 1994; see also Nielsen et al. 1998: 41). Regulations
ing the special use of the Cua Day estuary have been set in motion since the
1990's, but the rapid expansion of the vang-culture has confronted the
authorities with a dilemma. The fast accretion of the coastline does not
effective state management while state control of 'open access resources' only
place when user groups comply with state management.

The question remains how co-management has to be reached when local political
and economic interests conflict with each other, especially between local authorities
and ordinary households of people. Local autonomy in Vietnam has a long tradition,
but the existence of 'free riders' in this case entrepreneurial outsiders have shown a
strong countervailing force that is encouraged by the recent economic 'renovation'
process. 'Renovation' means liberalization of market forces and privatisation of
natural resources. The government apparatus at the village and district level has not
changed dramatically. The absence of clearly defined individual rights has led to an
encroachment of the mudflats (see also [ian Zhang 2002). People's Committees are
still the most important representations of state power, but their local autonomy has
sometimes been increased with negative consequences. The realities of the exploita­
tion of the common property have changed, as our vang example shows. 'New winds
of change' have forced local authorities to yield to privatisation, but will this also
benefit the poor sections of the population? Struggles such as these about access to,
the resources of the sea, can become a litmus test for the so often praised autonomy
of local communities, even at a time when the global market will take its toll. The
questions remains whether or not the activities of the different actors will also lead
to a better control of the natural resources and with it, a better control of negative
ecological consequences which have not yet been taken into account.
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Notes

I Since its publication in Science (1968:1243-1248), the model received a large interest in environmentalist
stucliesand is matched by biologists, social scientists and even computer specialists and Internet guru's
(see http://citeseer.nj.nec.com/contextJ5029010). See also 'The Revolutionary Import of Garrett Harclin's
Work' by Herschel Elliot, July, 2003.Tributes to Garrett Harclin. In Managing the Commons, Edited by
Garrett Harclin and John Baden; Incliana Univ. Press, 1998. See for the latest contribution Ostrom et al.
(2003).



2 Red RiverDelta 300 GPD per capita; whole Vietnam 305 GPD per capita (UNDP 2001: 108-109).
a Beachesare located in Giao Phong and Giao Lam in Giao Thuy; Tan Thien, southern part of Hai Hau;
Mudflatsand wetlands in Gia Lac (Giao Thuy) and the Ramsar site; in Nam Dien , Nghia Hung. Treesin
Cua Quat Lam in Giao Thuy and Hai Dong and Cua Ha Lan in Hal Hau. Mangroves in Giao Lacin Giao
Thuy, Hai Dong in Hai Hau, Nghia Bien in Nghia Hung.
4 A 1997report mentions mean deposition rates of high tidal flats of 27 meters a year (ThanDue Thanh
et al.., 1997).
5 The Ramsar Convention derives its name from the city of Ramsar along the Caspian Seanorth of Tehe­
ran where, in April 1971, 114 countries recognized 977 sites for their economic, cultural, scientific and
recreational value and pledged for the wise use of wetlands. Around 1999 the area counted 71 million
ha.
6 Scientific name: mangroves swamps (mangals). Thee species in Vietnam: Rhizophora spp.; Kandelia
cande/, Sonneretia caseolaris, Aegiceras comiculatum, Acanthus ilicifolius. Use: protective and productive
interface between land and sea. Toponym: in estuarine, deltas and open coasts: Rhizophora spp;' (back
swamps); Nipa palm in deltas; open coasts: Avicenna,succeeded by Bruguieara spp. ( van Santen et al,
2002)
7 The total area of mangroves is according to provincial data 8,400hectares,while 18,107ha are estimated
to be availablefor planting. District authorities claimed lower surfaces,which brings the total area down
to 2,450 ha constituting 34 percent of total mangroves in the North.
8 National Archivesof Vietnam, Depot # 1 - Nam Dinh, files1644,1721, 1733and 1734.
9 Between1990and 2000,738 Ha of protected forestsdisappeared as a result of cutting trees for fuelwood
and timber and the digging of ponds for shrimps and other fish species.Twoeconomic zones (Dong Hai
and Nam Phu) encompassing 124 ha, have been created in this district.
10 Nam Dinh province produced together with its northern neighbour Thai Binh the highest gross output
of paddy (952 against 968 k tons in 1998). The three districts produced in 1999 105,852,152,223and
132,945tonnes respectively(Cuc Thong Ke 1999).
11 For aspects of social vulnerability and resilience in Giao Thuy district, I refer to WNeil Adger et al,
(2001),chapter 2.
12 For an in-depth report, see Nguyen Thu Huong (2002).
13 For a detalled fieldstudy regarding fish trading activities,see the paper by Nguyen Thu Huong (2002).
14 The Project was titled 'Investment on Seafood Rearing and Processing Owned by Xuan Thuy District
SeafoodProcessingEnterprise for Export'.Xuan Thuy is the former name of Giao Thuy beforeits wassplit
into Giao Thuy and Xuan Truong. It aimed at the expansion of shrimp cultivation area by 510 hectares
on top of the 2,000 already existing hectares. Other sources (district statistical data) show a number of
80 coastal aquaculture enterprises (mainly shrimp ponds). Interesting is however that the production of
shrimps has not seriouslyincreased in 1998and 1999 (240 tons in 1998and 250 tons in 1999).
15 See the reports by the Environmental JusticeFoundation (EJF2003a and 2003b).
16 Here, unlike the Mekong Delta, the maintenance of traditional agricultural practices, particularly rice
cultivation during the dry season is not stalled by salt-water intrusion. Rice lands are situated at the
landside of the dykes.
17 The shrimps are known in the area under the name of tom he and tom bop(Penaeus merguiensis and
Metapenaeus affinis or Jingo shrimp) and tom su (P. monodon or giant tiger prawn): most are imported
from hatcheries around Da Nang and Nha Trang, but all appear as well as a result of the fisheriesof the
Cat Ba-Ba Lat bottom-trawlers operations. No in-depth research on coastal Nam Dinh shrimp cultiva­
tion has been conducted yet. Most of the technical information for comparative purposes is taken from
studies conducted in the Mekong delta. The Nam Dinh shrimp breeding can be called extensiveor semi­
extensivebecause of the extremelylow inputs also in comparison to these areas (seeTran Thanh Be 1999;
Johnston et al, 2000). Rosenberry (1997) reports on the extensive nature of shrimp breeding in North
Vietnam. He defines extensiveas one shrimp per 2 m'.
18 Economists use a TFP-index or Total Factor Productivity Index to compare productivity ratios. The
index is the ratio of an index of total output to an index of all factor inputs. Vietnam s extensiveshrimp
farming scores lowest of Asia in terms of average annual production value labour use, feed application
and seed stocked (Rosenberry 1997).Vietnam's averageannual production value is 1989US$per ha and
492 person-days/ha. For an overviewsee Johnston et al.2000.
19 A 1998ADB study'mentioned a braclcish water area of 5,500 ha. Vietnam News Service December 2,
2000.
20 This company was established in 1998 and has branches in Haiphong, Thai Binh, Quang Ninh, Nam
Dinh, Ha Tay, SalGon, Hai Phong and Vinh Phu. In Vinh Phu, Viet-Myoperates commercial fruit farms,
but the company shows also interests in electronic services,offshore and environmental projects.

21 Interviewwith the local director of Viet My,Tran Van Hong, in June 2001 and information gathered in
Hanoi and Giao Thuy.
zz Bivalve culture is Asia is documented in McCoy and Chongpeepien (1988) for Thailand. For a more
generaloverviewsee Lovatelli(1997).
23 In 2002,the local population has identified the followingbivalves: vangtron(nhot) do, trang (Meretrix
meretrix), sam (Hiatula dipos) and so trim (Cyclina sinensis), all collected for export. Smaller speciesand
mainlyfor local consumption are don(glauconome chinensis), vangme (nhot) (Abrina), mongtay(Solen
corneous), vangtrang(nhot)Mactra quadrangularis), and vem (Sinovaculaconstrictor). At least2 species
declined dramatically: vop (Mactra quadrangilaris) and den (aloides laevis) (see also Nielsen et al.1998:
62-63).
24 Meretrix lyrata or Abrina
2S Totalbreeding area for fish and bivalvesis 2570 ha, out which 870 ha is for freshwater species,1360ha
is brackish water and 400 designated for vangculture (Bao Cao [Report] of Nghia Hung district, March
2001).Aprovincial land-use report from 2003mentioned 1040ha for aquaculture, 1752ha for mangroves
and sea pines and an area (datchuyen dung) of 125 ha for transport and irrigation (canal system).
26 On Cat Hal Island in the Bay of Ha Long, vangis called Ngo, or Chinese Dosinia, Cyclina Sinensis.
ChineseDosinia livesin areas with a lot of sand near the small rivers in the mangroves. LocallyChinese
Dosinia is called Nga, Nga is one of the most valuable species and as a result collectors often rank it as'
veryimportant. Nga can be collectedthroughout the year,but they are most fat in the eight lunar month
(September).During the beginning of the year they are almost empty (Van Duijn 2002: 136 ff.).
27 The officialstatistics make a distinction between people engaged in fresh water fish breeding (485 per­
sons in 2000), in sea products (900), in all kind of services connected with the fisheries (900) and those
indicated as employed (khai thac), 1050persons. For 2001, these numbers rose from 500, 1340,600 and
1100respectively.
28 Through a series of decrees (quyetdinh) based on a provincial original (no. 191712001 on 14Septem­
ber 2001;184/2001on 2 October and no. 185on 5 October 2001). Report of the commune, dd. 10April
2002.
29 Nielsen et al. (1998) reported for the Nghia Hung area a collection of 16.9 tonnes in 1994,with an
average of 3 tons a month during their stay there (March- June). The total export of mud crabs from the
districtwas 140tons per year (based on officialfishingstatistics) or around 700,000individual crabs.The
total aquaculture yield per hectare has been counted at 2 tons (ADB1999).
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