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In the northern uplands of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam the state is taking dramatic steps to (re)con-
figure agricultural production through the introduction and subsidisation of hybrid rice and maize seeds.
These require yearly cash investments and access to state supplied inputs, a far cry from earlier upland
ethnic minority livelihood strategies. In this paper we develop a conceptual framework that brings
together an actor-oriented livelihoods approach with concepts from everyday politics and resistance,

(;gywords: to examine the relations now at play as ethnic minorities, namely Hmong and Yao households in Lio
letnam Cai province, react to the introduction of these hybrid seeds, negotiate with the state over their use,

Ethnic minorities . . .

Resistance and contest and subtly resist the wholesale adoption of this programme. Our framework takes us beyond

an investigation into financial benefits and yields, to focus upon the social, cultural and political aspects
inherent in upland farmer decision-making regarding state interventions. Our findings reveal that such
agricultural programmes have resulted in new food insecurities and vulnerabilities overlaying more
established concerns. Yet in turn, ethnic minority households evaluate these innovations according to
their own terms, and have responded by negotiating, accommodating, and also contesting the state’s ini-
tiatives using creative and innovative everyday politics and livelihood strategies. In so doing, they have
worked to maintain autonomy over choices and decision-making vis-a-vis the economic, social and

Everyday politics
Food security
Livelihoods

cultural reproduction of their household units; a delicate balancing act in a socialist state.

© 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

At a conference on “Borderlands: Enclosure, Interaction and
Transformation” organised by the Asian Borderlands Research Net-
work in 2010, political scientist James C. Scott was invited to talk
about his recent book ‘The art of not being governed. An anarchist
history of upland Southeast Asia’ (2009). In this, he argues that prior
to World War Two the Southeast Asian uplands were a ‘zone of ref-
uge’ for ethnic minorities wishing to remain largely outside state
political control. Since then however, “the power of the state to de-
ploy distance-demolishing technologies has changed the strategic
balance of power between self-governing hill peoples and nation-
states” (Scott, 2009, p. xii). In his conference remarks he stated
categorically that anyone wanting to make claims about ethnic
minorities still being able to withdraw from the state, post-World
War Two, would be “on your own” (Scott, conference keynote
address, 5 November 2010).

It is our contention here, that while certainly more directly un-
der the state’s gaze than ever before, ethnic minorities in the
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northern mountainous region of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam
are still able, in carefully negotiated, subtle ways, to contest the
state’s latest modernisation plans; plans that Scott argues were
implemented “to ensure that [upland dwellers’] economic activity
was legible, taxable, assessable, and confiscatable or, failing that, to
replace it with forms of production that were” (Scott, 2009, p. 5).
By drawing on Ben Kerkvliet's work on everyday politics (1995,
2003, 2005, 2009), and James Scott’s earlier concept of everyday
resistance (1985), while taking an actor-oriented livelihoods ap-
proach, we unravel the complexities of local minority reactions
to state attempts to reshape upland agricultural production. We
propose that the Vietnamese state’s construction of upland mod-
ernising development programmes to increase rice productivity
and food security has been met with differing degrees of resistance,
reworking, and acceptance among upland dwellers, using creative
and innovative everyday politics and livelihood strategies.

In Vietnam, rice is intimately linked to the country’s food secu-
rity and is a key element of government policy. A constant preoc-
cupation of the central government concerns appropriate profit
margins for farmers’ rice, along with apprehensions over rice ex-
ports, maintaining rice storage systems, brand recognition, and
ensuring food security and incomes for rural producers (IRIN, 14
April 2008; United Nations Vietnam, 2008; Vietnam News, 5 March
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2009). As the Vietnam Government has worked to improve food
security in the country, government research institutes have been
experimenting with new rice technologies, including hybrids.

Hybrid rice - as distinct from high yield variety (HYV) rice - is
selectively bred for particular seed traits by crossing two genetically
distinct parents, producing “heterosis or hybrid vigour” (Husain
et al,, 2001, p. 5). These seeds lose their capacity with successive
replanting, thus farmers must buy new seeds for each planting sea-
son (Kloppenburg, 2004; Pray and Naseem, 2007). Hybrid rice seeds
first gained popularity in China where they were diffused on a large
scale from 1976. Because these were supplied by, and the final crop
procured by the state, quality and seed cost did not limit the technol-
ogy’s adoption. However, since the early 1990s and economic liber-
alisation, hybrid rice adoption in China has been declining
(Dalrymple, 1986; Husain et al., 2001). India and Bangladesh began
trials of hybrids in the early 1990s, and in both locales farmer reac-
tions have been mixed (Chengappa et al., 2003; Hossain et al., 2003).
In Vietnam, hybrid rice seeds were first distributed in the early
1990s in the country’s north. The socialist government has been
working hard to increase the national coverage of hybrid rice and
by 2008 it was being grown in 31 provinces in the north and five
provinces in central Vietnam (Dang Quy Nhan et al., 2008).

In Vietnam however, the jury is still out. On the one hand, state
officials contend that “Vietnam is considered the next ‘success
story’ in hybrid rice adoption after China” (Dang Quy Nhan et al.,
2008, p. 128); on the other, an analysis focusing on yield and eco-
nomic returns has tended towards the negative (Tran Duc Vien and
Nguyen Thi Duong Nga, 2009). What is deeply troubling is that de-
spite staunch official enthusiasm (also applauded by the FAO,
2004a), we could find no research focusing on the social, cultural
and political ramifications of the seeds’ adoption in Vietnam. As
such, the everyday realities and experiences of upland minority
groups who have been strongly encouraged to grow these crops
have been ignored. To help fill this gap, we focus here on ethnic
minority farmers’ socio-economic and cultural experiences of this
rice, the implications for their broad livelihoods, and their interac-
tions with a government relentlessly promoting hybrid seeds.!

Since the country was reunified in 1975, the Vietnamese state
has worked consistently to integrate highland ethnic minorities
into the national economy, while incorporating them politically
into the communist state and ideologically into the Viét nation.
This integration has taken place by a variety of means including
the extension of infrastructure into the highlands (including
schemes for hydropower dam and roads), the delivery of education
in the Vietnamese language, and the economic reorganisation of
the uplands (including marketplace construction) (McElwee,
2004; Turner, 2011). In addition, upland agricultural production
has been (re)shaped through numerous rural development plans
and policies to encourage a transition from ‘backwards’ semi-sub-
sistence farming to productivist agriculture based on ‘modern’
technologies. Nevertheless, despite these state manoeuvres, up-
land ethnic minorities have continued to remain relatively auton-
omous in both socio-political organisation and economic
production (Michaud and Turner, 2000; Turner and Michaud,
2008).2 Now, as the state advances these integration measures, eth-
nic minorities are increasingly faced with decisions regarding
whether and how to diversify their livelihoods in response. Such pro-
cesses are creating new sites and forms of compliance, contestation,

1 Such promotion includes posters on markets, government buildings, local stores,
and houses extolling the virtues of hybrid seeds, calendars distributed to households
with similar advertising, loudspeaker announcements of seed qualities broadcast in
communes and towns, and extension service officials supporting these seeds visiting
local communes.

2 By autonomous we are not suggesting autarkic. Never entirely self-sufficient, the
monetary economy has always played a role in these highlanders’ livelihoods and
they have regularly undertaken small-scale trade.

debate, and struggle (c.f. Edelman, 2001; Hollander and Einwohner,
2004; Kerkvliet, 2009).

The aim of this paper is to examine how ethnic minority Hmong
and Yao household members in Liao Cai province, northern Viet-
nam (see Fig. 1), have responded to what we argue is one of the
key elements in the state’s push to (re)configure upland agricul-
tural production in northern Vietnam; namely the introduction
and subsidisation of hybrid seeds (see SRV Resolution No. 30a/
2008/NQ-CP). We have three core objectives. First, to develop a
conceptual framework that brings together an actor-oriented live-
lihoods approach with concepts from everyday politics and resis-
tance, to better understand the role of agency and culturally
rooted, ecological knowledge in ethnic minority Hmong and Yao
livelihoods. Second, to investigate how ethnic minority households
have reacted to these new hybrid seeds, their negotiations with the
state over their use, and their livelihood trials and tribulations
along the way. Third, to analyse the degree to which these individ-
uals and households are flexing their agency as they reinterpret
and rework widespread, state-run development programmes, to
better understand whether the state has indeed managed to bring
all “nonstate spaces and people to heel” (Scott, 2009, p. 4).

To meet these objectives, next we introduce the conceptual
ideas that underpin our study. Then we present the actors at the
heart of this investigation, before briefly examining the multiplic-
ity of government programmes reorganising upland agricultural
production, including hybrid seed distribution. We subsequently
focus on the impacts of the hybrid rice programme, analysing the
unanticipated consequences that uplanders have faced while
adopting state sponsored seeds. We find a diversity of everyday
politics at play as ethnic minority Hmong and Yao in Lao Cai prov-
ince react - within the limits of a socialist political and upland
agro-ecological context - to far-reaching macro-level policy initia-
tives and their unforeseen impacts.>

2. Actor-oriented livelihood approaches, everyday politics and
resistance

A livelihoods approach offers an important critique of, and way
forward from, earlier overly structural explanations of unequal
development, demonstrating a more comprehensive understand-
ing of the dynamic and complex nature of how people endeavour
to create and sustain a meaningful living (Scoones, 2009). Although
a diversity of livelihood frameworks has emerged, their core con-
cerns include an attention to assets and vulnerabilities (the exis-
tence or lack of financial, physical, natural, social and human
resources or ‘capitals’); the factors constraining or enabling access
to mobilise these resources; and the activities or strategies that are
undertaken, at individual, household and community/group levels
(Chambers and Conway, 1991; de Haan and Zoomers, 2005).
Awareness of the wider structural context in which livelihoods
are rooted remains essential, as resource access and subsequent
decisions regarding activities and strategies are shaped and

3 As hybrid varieties differ from the original Green Revolution HYV varieties, we do
not undertake a further review of Green Revolution impacts in Asia (c.f. Griffin, 1979;
Harris-White and Janakarajan, 1997; Yapa, 1979). However two differences, irre-
spective of rice type, are of interest. First, in upland northern Vietnam, Hmong and
Yao - introduced next - manage semi-subsistence, household-based farms, within an
agro-ecological environment that supports only limited land for rice; predominantly
grown for own consumption, not the market (a distinction from lowland Vietnam and
many other areas of Asia). Second, while there can be considerable differences in
Hmong and Yao land holding size as an historical consequence of land allocation and
customary inheritance practices, the introduction of hybrid seeds and associated
technologies are not presently leading to social differentiation as occurred earlier in
India with HYVs. Indeed, our research shows that households with larger landhold-
ings tend to be those that continue to plant traditional rice varieties, rather than
switching completely to hybrid seeds.
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Fig. 1. Lao Cai province, northern Vietnam.

mediated not only by economic opportunities, but by social-insti-
tutional processes, including social relations, ideologies, local/cus-
tomary rules, state-based policies and development programmes,
across a range of scales (Ellis, 2000; Scoones, 2009).

Livelihoods that are resilient in terms of their capacity to re-
spond and adapt to change and uncertainty are conceptualised as
‘sustainable.” According to Chambers and Conway (1991, p. 6) a
sustainable livelihood is one that can ‘cope with and recover from
stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets,
and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next gen-
eration; and which contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at
the local and global levels and in the short and long-term’. A sus-
tainable livelihoods approach stresses the importance of consider-
ing the ‘long-term flexibility’ of livelihoods (de Haan and Zoomers,
2005, p. 31) including how access to different types of capital -
such as hybrid seeds, the financial capital to purchase them, the
physical capital to transport them, and the human and social cap-
ital to maximise productivity - might alter livelihoods over time
(c.f. Ellis, 2000; Murray, 2002).

Despite its appeal however, a recurring criticism of the liveli-
hoods approach is a failure to acknowledge and understand the
everyday politics of rural, local individuals, in large part because
of a continued focus on the economic aspects of livelihoods. Conse-
quently, a more inclusive, actor-oriented approach that recognises
and incorporates the context-specific cultural, historical, gender,
spatial, and power dynamics of livelihoods is warranted (Arce
and Long, 2000; Bebbington, 1999, 2000; Long, 2001). Power and
politics are central elements influencing individual and group ac-
cess to resources, particularly through formal and informal so-
cial-institutional processes that mediate livelihood strategies and
trajectories (Ashley and Carney, 1999, p. 35; de Haan and Zoomers,
2005, p. 33; Scoones, 2009, p. 180). While keeping in mind poten-
tial limits on one’s actions in the face of wider structuring ele-

ments, an actor-oriented approach places central emphasis on an
individual’s agency in constructing their life world and negotiating
power relations (Drinkwater, 1992; Long, 2002, 2004).

We suggest that everyday politics and resistance are two con-
cepts that can help us better understand the construction of these
life worlds. Everyday politics have been defined by Ben Kerkvliet
(2009, p. 232) as including ‘people embracing, complying with,
adjusting, and contesting norms and rules regarding authority
over, production of, or allocation of resources and doing so in quiet,
mundane, and subtle expressions and acts that are rarely organised
or direct’. Specifically, Kerkvliet (2009, p. 233) sub-divides every-
day politics into four categories: ‘support, compliance, modifica-
tions and evasions, and resistance’. Such approaches seldom
entail consciously organised efforts, and tend to remain low profile
and private forms of behaviour. Indeed, such actions are under-
taken by individuals unlikely to even consider their actions as
political (Kerkvliet, 2009, p. 233).

Conceptually more established than everyday politics, the liter-
ature on resistance is also more extensive, spanning peaceful or
forceful overt forms such as social movements and protests, to
more covert approaches (Amoore, 2005; Edelman, 2005; Sharp
et al,, 2000). Of direct relevance to our case concerning ethnic
minorities in a socialist state, and to the everyday politics approach
above, are everyday forms of covert resistance. James Scott (1985,
1990) defines these as individual or collective tactics undertaken
by workers and small-scale farmers trying to reduce inequalities
and protect their material and physical interests. These are never
openly declared, formal challenges, but might include such ap-
proaches as discreetly stealing landlord seeds or small portions
of harvested crops, covertly destroying farm equipment, working
slowly, and, in the case discussed here, manoeuvring around state
development objectives. It is their clandestine approach that
makes these tactics effective, distinguishing them from more overt
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forms of resistance (Scott and Kerkvliet, 1986; Kerkvliet, 1990,
2005; Turner and Caouette, 2009; Walker, 2009).* At the heart of
these everyday acts are struggles over the rights and possibilities
for making a materially viable and culturally meaningful living.

However, it is important not to romanticise such forms of resis-
tance. Bebbington (2000, p. 498) argues that there has been a ten-
dency within the development resistance literature to “essentialize
peasant motivation and to invoke voluntaristic interpretations of
cultural politics”. He suggests that by re-embedding resistance
interpretations within an analysis of livelihoods practices in order
to “[make] clearer how very situated are such practices and poli-
tics, then we might anticipate forms of political behaviour and re-
sponses to development that are neither necessarily resistant nor
antipathetic to the logics of markets and modernity” (Bebbington,
2000, p. 498). This argument supports our use of a framework that
builds not only upon everyday resistance literature, but also an ac-
tor-oriented livelihoods approach and an everyday politics lens.

To put our framework to task, we analyse data gathered during
long-term field research in Lao Cai province. During January-July
2009 and June 2010, semi-structured and conversational inter-
views were completed with 37 Hmong and Yao rice producers in
Sa Pa district, Lao Cai province, twelve traders of different ethnici-
ties selling rice seed in local markets throughout the province,
three rice distribution state officials, and three representatives
from an international non-governmental organisation (NGO) con-
cerned with upland rural development. These data are supple-
mented by information gathered since 1999 from ten People’s
Committee representatives at the district and provincial levels;
and from over thirty oral histories with long term residents in
the province including male and female Hmong, Yao, Tay and Viet-
namese regarding upland, rural livelihood strategies. Furthermore,
additional discussions with traders and farmers across Lao Cai
province and other highland provinces (Lai Chau, Yén Bai, Ha
Giang) corroborate our evidence.®

3. People and the state in the northern Vietnam uplands
3.1. Hmong and Yao rice cultivators in Lao Cai province

Fifty-four officially recognised ethnic groups reside in Vietnam
including lowland Vietnamese (Kinh). Among the national minori-
ties (cdc ddn téc thiéu so), the Hmong and Yao together comprised
1.8 million of the country’s population of 85.8 million at the time
of the 2009 census (Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 2010), consisting
of, respectively, the fifth and seventh most numerically important
ethnic minorities. In Lao Cai province, one of the most northern up-
land provinces in Vietnam, sharing a border with China’s Yunnan
province, Hmong and Yao constitute the largest ethnic minority
groups along with the Tay. Rice and maize have always been the
mainstay of Hmong and Yao livelihoods here (Culas and Michaud,
2004), but we focus on those concentrating on rice production,
given the government’s preoccupation with this crop vis-a-vis na-
tional food security. Indeed, within Lao Cai it is officially estimated
that between 50% and 60% of the population are vulnerable to food
insecurity (FAO, 2004b, p. 16; see also Pandey et al., 2006).

4 This approach is critiqued by Pelzer White (1986), Hart (1991), and Korovkin
(2000) who disagree with aggregating a wide range of farmer practices and labelling
them as ‘resistance’ (see also Popkin, 1979; Bernstein and Byres, 2001). We attempt to
disaggregate farmer approaches here.

5 Interviews with Hmong and Yao were completed with the help of Hmong and Yao
interpreters; those with Vietnamese were completed either with or without
interpreters. We are cognisant that every Hmong and Yao individual and household
in upland Northern Vietnam may have different livelihood strategies, and by no
means have we covered them all. Our objective instead, is to explore a range of local
approaches and coping strategies. All names are pseudonyms.

Nowadays Hmong and Yao annually harvest one subsistence
rice crop in high elevation districts due to topographic and climatic
conditions. In such areas, a household that does not produce en-
ough rice for the year is considered poor by Hmong and Yao endog-
enous wealth definitions. The household remains the primary
economic unit, tending to look after its own rice fields. Both
Hmong and Yao are patrilineal and when a son marries, following
clanic exogamy, he inherits his own fields. In the context of the
northern highlands - an agro-ecological environment with limited
areas capable of supporting irrigated paddy cultivation - this prac-
tice combines with factors such as population growth, state-spon-
sored sedentarisation, land allocation and resettlement schemes to
put intense pressure on available arable land (World Bank, 2009). If
a household finds itself short of land, members may pool resources
with kin or, failing that, may purchase additional rice fields,
although more commonly these are rented following a number of
informal procedures.®

Completing these livelihoods, Hmong and Yao maintain small
produce gardens for everyday use, while some also depend upon
rotational swidden plots, albeit officially banned. The collection
of forest products provides further food such as honey and game,
as well as medicinal herbs. To supplement these predominantly
subsistence livelihoods, highlanders also engage in small-scale
commercial exchanges, gaining cash via the sale of cultivated car-
damom, textiles, livestock, and rice and maize alcohol (c.f. Leisz
et al.,, 2004; Tugault-Lafleur and Turner, 2010; Vuong Duy Quang,
2004).

3.2. State development programmes in the mountainous north

During successive Vietnamese states, a fundamental preoccupa-
tion has been with the assimilation of ethnic minority peoples;
helping the highlands to ‘catch up’ with the lowlands in terms of
economic productivity and market integration (McElwee, 2004;
Sowerwine, 2004; Turner and Michaud, 2009). Prior to economic
renovation (a‘(s"; méi) — which state officials publicly subscribed to
in 1986 - government discourse concerning upland minorities
was couched in terms of ‘sedentarisation’ and ‘resettlement’;
attempting to promote fixed agriculture and eliminate shifting cul-
tivation.” This discourse continues to underlie current policies
although the language has shifted since the early 1990s towards
‘poverty alleviation’ and ‘socio-economic development’ (Nguyen
Thi Thu Phuong and Baulch, 2007, p. 4; Pham Anh Tuan, 2009).

By 1998 there were 21 different national policies and projects
aimed at driving development in ethnic minority and upland areas.
Some have since been amalgamated, but the list remains diverse
(Nguyen Thi Thu Phuong and Baulch, 2007, p. 1). Among the most
far reaching are the Programme for Socio-Economic Development
of Extremely Difficult Communes in Ethnic, Mountainous, Bound-
ary and Remote Areas (Programme 135), and the Hunger Eradica-
tion and Poverty Reduction Programme (HEPR, or Programme
143). Others focus more specifically on land, forest, education
and health. Ethnic minorities living in the northern uplands are

5 Hmong and Yao interviewees explained that land may be borrowed for a certain
time for cash, with the original ‘owner’ often using the funds to purchase livestock for
breeding in the meantime. At the end of the agreed upon period, the owner returns
the money in exchange for their original land. Alternatively, some land-short
individuals may work other people’s land with the rice harvest split 50/50.

7 The state continues to blame shifting cultivation practices for poverty and
environmental destruction although this is contested by numerous analysts who
explain that its non-sustainability relates to factors such as increasing population
pressures, land shortages, commercial deforestation, and natural disaster, rather than
to this landscape management system itself (see Corlin, 2004; Sowerwine, 2004; Vien
Tran Duc et al., 2006). Land pressure is also directly related to state campaigns that
encouraged mass migrations of lowland Kinh to upland areas during the 1960s and
1970s (Corlin, 2004).
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therefore currently entitled to a complex array of support from a
diversity of state sources, which can be on an ongoing basis, sea-
sonal, ad hoc, or arrive in the shape of one-time emergency
assistance.

A key component of both Programmes 135 and 143 is the pro-
vision of agricultural extension and technology. Farmers’ access to
improved varieties of rice, maize or cassava is ensured via either
subsidised or free seeds (Swinkels and Turk, 2006, p. 9). Officially,
this support aims to increase agricultural production yields and
improve local food security. The state also encourages hybrids so
as to promote ‘high quality rice’ through controlling consistency,
as opposed to the typical upland rice cultivator approach of plant-
ing a range of rice. For upland farmers, adapting this method of
combining a variety of rice seed types has been an essential strat-
egy for mitigating the risk of crop failures within an upland context
where climate conditions can fluctuate dramatically from year to
year, as well as because different local varieties fulfil a number of
culturally-specific purposes. Yet, this ‘mix’ is not viewed by the
state as marketable nor valuable (UNEP, 2005, p. 31), and until
now there appears to be little official concern with local
biodiversity.

Government Decree 20/1998/ND-CP, promulgated in 1998,
introduced price subsidies for agricultural inputs (hybrid seeds,
fertilisers and pesticides) in communes classified as upland and
ethnic minority areas (‘Zone 3’ communes), to equalise input costs
with lowland areas (Oxfam, 2001). The majority of upland com-
munes in Lao Cai fall under this classification. Although the provi-
sion of agricultural inputs is guided through national-level
frameworks, the practical mechanisms by which this occurs vary
widely (Nguyen Thi Thu Phuong and Baulch, 2007; author observa-
tions). The Ministry of Trade and Commerce coordinates and di-
rects the implementation of Decree 20, however provincial
governments themselves are tasked with deciding how to assign
subsidy rates (Lung Phin commune official interview, 22 March
2009; Oxfam, 2001, p. 40). Consequently, subsidies both between
and within provinces can be inconsistent. Subsidised hybrid seeds
are then delivered to district and/or commune distribution centres
by the provincial Seed and Agricultural Services Company, with
fertilisers distributed by the provincial Agricultural Materials Com-
pany (a semi-private, joint-stock corporation). Subsidised rice
seeds and inputs are not generally distributed beyond these cen-
tres, due to administrative and financial constraints. This results
in targeted households living in more remote hamlets having to
travel long distances to gain these inputs, with additional difficul-
ties if road conditions are poor or transportation lacking (Oxfam,
2001, pp. 41-42). Such struggles led us to delve further into local
reactions to the implementation of these programmes.

4. At what price rice?

The current programmes of hybrid rice seed and input support
began in Lao Cai province in 1999. Initially introduced as free
seeds, since 2001 the Lao Cai provincial government has provided
a 30 per cent price subsidy on hybrids to specific communes.
According to a 2003 study focusing on Mudng Khuong district, this
has resulted in an average increase in rice yield productivity of be-
tween 30% and 50% (DFID and LCPC, 2003, p. 13). Fertiliser is also
subsidised, sometimes supplied without cost via the sedentarisa-
tion programme. Despite claims of improved returns, NGO officials
working in Lao Cai province noted that Hmong and Yao households
were initially reluctant to switch to the new seeds. Consequently,
in one district, government officials asked Tay households in a
commune situated far lower in a valley - with a better suited mi-
cro-climate than reluctant Hmong and Yao hamlets - to plant the
rice as a trial, ‘model village’ (NGO local officials, 2 March 2009).

Although Hmong and Yao have since taken up hybrid seed cultiva-
tion, they have remained cautious of becoming entirely dependent
upon these new technologies, adopting the new seeds at different
rates and to different extents.

Hmong and Yao interviewees explained that prior to the intro-
duction of hybrid varieties, if a household did not have sufficient
rice for the year, they would make do eating potatoes, maize and
cassava. However, this was now seen by interviewees as a tempo-
rary strategy that households turn to only in times of emergency.
Rice is the preferred staple and few are now willing to substitute
it with other foods unless absolutely required (c.f. Castella and
Erout, 2002, p. 180). Xang, a male Hmong farmer, summed up what
many interviewees noted; the government subsidised rice is ‘bet-
ter for production’ but Hmong traditional rice tastes far superior
(31 January 2009).8 A paradox has thus emerged. Hybrid seeds are
viewed positively due to increased output levels (usually), but
deep-seated apprehensions remain, not just over taste, but due to
the wholesale reliance on the government’s management of the sub-
sidised programme.

4.1. Tasty rice versus practical rice

Hmong interviewees recalled that previously in their hamlets
‘everyone grew Hmong rice’ (also known as ‘traditional rice’)
which grows taller but gives less yield per stalk than the recently
introduced hybrids. Hybrid rice is planted close together in paddy
fields, produces a short stem and is sown in bunches of 2-3 plants,
while traditional Hmong rice requires more space between seed-
lings and is transplanted in bunches of 5-6 plants. For Hmong
and Yao households facing decreasing areas of cultivatable paddy
fields, replacing traditional rice with the new seeds is therefore
one intensification strategy for coping with land constraints. At
the same time, the central role that rice plays within both Hmong
and Yao identity, customs, beliefs, health practices, and in sustain-
ing social relations, means that households continue to try to ded-
icate a small area of their terraces to traditional varieties,
especially sticky rice, important for a number of cultural rituals
and celebrations, particularly New Year festivities. Interviewees re-
ported growing between 1 and 8 varieties of traditional rice.? Dry
rice is also grown by a few families in small quantities as an emer-
gency food supply and for livestock feed, though this is now per-
ceived as very labour intensive due to the substantial weeding
required, and maize is more commonly cultivated to serve these
functions. Reflecting a global trend, no hybrid seeds are available
for dry, upland rice, perhaps also due to the state’s association of
the latter with shifting cultivation.

The window of opportunity for sowing traditional rice seeds is
wider than for hybrids, allowing human and draft animal labour
to be shared among households, as well as the completion of other
household duties. Moreover, interviewees noted that after harvest-
ing, the stalks of traditional rice can be fed to buffalo - essential for
ploughing the steep terraced rice fields - but hybrid stalks are too
tough. This means that nowadays, farmers must seek other feed
sources for their buffalo, often travelling beyond their district,
and at times the province, to find suitable grass for feed. This re-
sults in increased human and physical capital outlays (labour and

8 Hmong interviewees estimated they can grow 600-800 kg of rice from 10 kg of
hybrid seeds, without extensive chemical fertiliser and depending on climatic
conditions. If fertiliser is applied this can rise to 1200-1500 kg. In comparison, from
10 kg of traditional seeds, Hmong interviewees deduced they can grow 500-600 kg of
rice.

9 Today, some land-strapped households will continue to sow a minute area with
traditional varieties to maintain their seed stock. Kin or community-based systems of
reciprocal exchange with traditional variety growers (such as hybrid seeds for local
seeds or grain) help to ensure that these varieties can still be accessed if needed (Lu, 6
June 2009).
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transportation), and more stress on the local environment as op-
posed to the consumption of a rice by-product.

Each and every Hmong and Yao farmer we interviewed was
adamant that their traditional rice tastes much better than current
‘Chinese rice’ (as locals call the hybrid, owing to the fact that it is
predominantly imported from China) which they think tastes ‘only
50-50".'% As a young female Hmong farmer, May (15 February 2009)
noted, ‘we’ll eat it if we have to, to get through the year’. Hmong
farmer Kia (27 June 2009) elaborated, ‘Hmong rice is a little bit softer
to eat, it smells good, and tastes better’; while Shu (27 June 2009)
added ‘Hmong rice tastes better because it is stickier and nicer to
eat. But Chinese rice produces more so that makes people think that
it is better’. Interviewees also explained the superior cooking charac-
teristics of traditional rice which retains its quality throughout the
day, while Chinese rice has to be eaten immediately after it is pre-
pared to taste best. Traditional rice also produces a greater sense
of being satiated or, as May (27 June 2009) explained, traditional rice
‘is a little bit like sticky rice, so it makes you feel fuller when you eat
it

Overwhelmingly, interviewees explained that if they could - in
relation to food security needs, rice terrace size, and number of
sons that land must be divided among - they would only grow tra-
ditional varieties given quality preferences and other factors dis-
cussed below. Many associate traditional rice with wealth: those
still growing relatively large proportions of it on their terraces
are considered ‘rich households’ because they tend to have more
land holdings. Hmong and Yao interviewees explained that when
their land is no longer sufficient to grow enough traditional rice
for household needs, then the decision is made to switch to ‘Chi-
nese rice’; but only then. Undeniably, changes in the size of house-
hold land parcels, for reasons discussed above, are an ongoing
factor in the negotiations that households make over when and
whether to change to hybrid varieties. For example, a Hmong wo-
man, Shu (15 February 2009), noted that because her grandfather
had only one son, all the rice terraces had passed to her father,
and in 2010 her family, considered ‘rich’ by local Hmong standards,
was still able to grow a majority of traditional Hmong rice, pur-
chasing only 5-10 kg of hybrid seeds; whereas other households
nearby were oftentimes purchasing 20-25 kg. However Shu has
two brothers and now has five nephews, so she foresees a need
to turn to harvesting Chinese hybrid rice in the future, a prediction
she feels resigned to.

4.2. Increased financial outlays

In comparison to traditional seeds, for which a portion of har-
vested seed is selected by farmers and stored for next year’s plant-
ing, farmers must purchase hybrid seeds annually. As has been
found elsewhere in Asia, the costs of cultivating hybrid seeds are
far greater than traditional varieties; not only do they have to be
bought, but they also require additional outlays of financial capital
for fertilisers and pesticides (as well as requiring regular irrigation
supplies) (Husain et al., 2001; Tran Duc Vien and Nguyen Thi Duo-
ng Nga, 2009). For instance, in Lao Cai province, hybrid rice seeds
are often between 5 and 10 times more expensive to grow than
local seeds (DFID and LCPC, 2003, p. 21). While in theory these
additional overheads are offset by improved yields, farmers are
often discouraged by this need for increased financial and physical
capital investment (Oxfam, 2001, p. 42).

Not surprisingly, given such expenses, Hmong and Yao intervie-
wees consider their traditional rice to be far more practical than

10 Up to 80% of Vietnam’s hybrid seeds are supplied by China because Vietnam’s
domestic supply cannot keep up with demand. The state is attempting to boost
domestic hybrid seed production to reduce dependency on these imports (Tran Duc
Vien and Nguyen Thi Duong Nga, 2009).

hybrid seeds as, from the former, ‘you can save some seeds and
grow from those each year’ (Bao, Hmong farmer, 31 February
2009). In comparison, the annual purchasing of hybrid seeds de-
mands an additional household cash flow. Moreover, hybrid seeds
require repeated applications of chemical fertilisers: when seeds
are initially sown; during transplanting; and then at least twice
during the growing season. The subsidy on fertiliser for hybrid
seeds is minimal, and the government aims to phase this out once
farmers reach ‘sustainable’ production levels (Hoang Xuan Thanh
and Neefjes, 2005, p. 15). Indeed, such fertilisers are considered
by farmers to be the most costly aspect of cultivating hybrids. In
comparison, interviewees explained that traditional rice varieties
need only be fertilised twice. Fertiliser for traditional rice varieties
tends to be derived from local, organic sources: a mix of dried buf-
falo dung and ash that farmers gather themselves from kitchen
fires, hence reducing financial costs considerably. Hybrid seeds
have also been found to be susceptible to a broader range of dis-
ease and pests than traditional rice in the region, so chemical con-
trol is needed, adding further financial capital outlays (c.f. Nguyen
et al., 2005, p. 20).

Prices for hybrid seeds themselves are also rising rapidly due to
the increasing cost of imports from China. Hmong and Yao infor-
mants noted that in 2005-2006, one kilogram of rice seed from
government supply centres had cost 12,000 Vietnamese dong
(VND), whereas in 2009 this rose to 28,000-30,000VND/kg.!! This
increase was confirmed by Kinh rice distribution officials in gjc Ha
district (22 March 2009). Nevertheless, prices from small-scale trad-
ers in the province, some of whom cross to China to privately import
seed, remain even higher, with our investigations in border market-
places in Si Ma Cai, Muong Khuong and Bat Xat districts revealing a
kilogram of hybrid seeds in 2009 selling between 40,000VND and
80,000VND.

4.3. Delivery and access

Despite private traders charging higher prices, consumers pur-
chase from them due to a number of problems concerning govern-
ment delivery of subsidised varieties. One Hmong interviewee, Pao,
from T4 Phin commune in Sa Pa District, explained that there, each
year between December and the end of January, households must
register their seed requirements by volume and type. By February,
the commune is obligated to submit the finalised information to
the district. For households who require greater time flexibility
in reporting their requests, such a system poses a number of prob-
lems. As landholding size is becoming squeezed, Hmong decision-
making regarding food security must often shift on an annual basis.
For example, households with sufficient or surplus land who need
to have immediate access to cash or wish to purchase livestock
may choose to ‘rent’ some of their terraces for a season to a house-
hold in need. However, these decisions only tend to be settled
around March, closer to the planting season, but well after house-
holds must report their seed requirements to the commune.

Rice planting timing was recurrently noted as a critical concern
for local farmers: stocks of rice seeds often do not arrive punctually
at the official distribution centre, pushing the planting season back
by 2-4 weeks and adding anxiety over growing and harvest timing
vis-a-vis the rainy season. One Hmong interviewee, Kia, explained
that her family never purchases all their rice seed from the govern-
ment distributor, not trusting that it will arrive in time for optimal
planting. Her father prefers to travel to pp§ Lu (on the Red River,
approximately 75 km away) and buy seed there instead from pri-
vate merchants, regardless of the increased expense. Another
Hmong farmer, Pa explained ‘sometimes people get very angry if

11 At the time of writing, the exchange rate was 1 USD ~ 20,000 VND.
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they have to wait a very long time, because other people have their
rice, but if yours is late it grows slowly and it does not grow as well’
(26 February 2009).

Some Hmong and Yao households also wish to purchase rice
seed earlier than it is available from government distribution cen-
tres. These households rely upon indigenous knowledge of sea-
sonal planting calendars and local weather patterns to determine
optimal sowing times, a factor ignored by the government delivery
schedule. The change in the decision-making process regarding the
planting period is striking here: for traditional rice, this period is
announced by the first shrill sounds of cicada calls; for hybrid
seeds it is announced by the sound of the delivery truck horn. Also,
rice planted at higher altitudes can take longer to mature; hence
households with terraces situated at greater elevations prefer to
plant earlier. Moreover, interviewees explained that following
the delivery schedules of the government means that households
of a given area are all planting simultaneously, leaving limited lee-
way for labour exchanges within or beyond kin groups. Given this
labour crunch, some households are starting to employ labour
from outside the immediate area, such as Lu May, a Yao farmer
who employs 2-3 ethnic minority Niing from neighbouring Lai
Chau province for 3 or 4 days during the transplanting period (Lu
May, 29 March 2007). To pay the labourers, she began selling tex-
tiles to tourists visiting her hamlet (a strategy reported by Hmong
farmers too).

Even more distressing for informants are the occasions when
rice stocks at distribution centres simply run out. District authori-
ties sometimes estimate the quantity of rice seed a particular com-
mune will require, based on (often outdated) data of commune
landholdings. Since the amount of land actually under cultivation
in a commune is frequently greater than that statistically reported,
when the distribution centre receives the seeds, supplies are insuf-
ficient to meet demand. This problem is exacerbated by people
deciding to borrow extra land for rice cultivation, as noted earlier.
Additionally, although commune households are asked in advance
how much rice seed they require, individuals are free to then pur-
chase greater quantities directly from distribution centres. One
Hmong interviewee, May, explained ‘this makes people very angry
and they either have to wait for a new supply - because we will
have paid for it in advance from the government - or buy the seeds
themselves, which is more expensive’ (21 February 2009). Xi, a
Hmong respondent from a different commune reiterated that in
such circumstances ‘people get angry. Because if you've given them
your name, or put down your thumb print [as a signature], but
when you go to collect the seeds they are finished and they say
“sorry” to you, you get angry — even you [nodding at us] would
get angry’ (Xi, 20 February 2009). These examples highlight very
pressing reasons why upland farmers feel hesitant to depend on
the state programme of seed distribution, preferring to retain
back-up or alternate methods for accessing rice seed.

4.4. Sensitive rice — climate and topography

Hybrid seeds record the most favourable growth under very
specific conditions and hence they do not always succeed opti-
mally within the extremely wide diversity of growing environ-
ments that characterises upland Vietnam (Nguyen et al., 2005, p.
20). This was a repeated concern among interviewees. A commune
in Sa Pa district had their entire hybrid crop fail in 2004 and again
in 2008, yet the government had not been forthcoming with finan-
cial support. One young Hmong woman, Kia, recalling the earlier
disaster, explained ‘the government rice there didn’t form any rice
heads - only tall stems - and the families there went short of rice
for the year. The government didn’t help them out with extra funds
or anything and the families had to eat a mix of rice and maize
flour for the year and potatoes’ (21 February 2009; NGO local offi-

cial, 2 March 2009). Many Hmong and Yao explained that this sit-
uation had occurred because the government supplied an
inappropriate type of seeds. Needless to say, each year there is a
high degree of wariness as to whether suitable seeds will be
provided.

Given their historical reliance on the environment, Yao and
Hmong individuals are intimately in tune with local climatic and
topographic conditions, and they know exactly which hamlets
are having problems with the government subsidised rice. In T4
Van, a commune in Sa Pa district, Chue carefully detailed that ‘it
depends on if the temperature is very good, if the winds don’t
come, if the rain comes, then if the flower is right’ (20 February
2009). Besides deciding to purchase rice seed privately because
of concerns over official delivery times, and ability to meet local
demand, some households do so because they do not trust the gov-
ernment’s seed selection. Choice is highly centralised. At the distri-
bution centres we visited there were only ever two (often differing
by centre) seed types available, while a greater range of options are
available from petty traders in upland marketplaces. One Yao
interviewee, Chao Ta May (17 March 2009), noted that in the pre-
vious year only 80% of her subsidised hybrid rice crop had germi-
nated, and that which did ‘was not good to eat’. She explained
that members of her hamlet had approached local officials and
asked for a specific type of rice seed to be made available; they
knew from experience the precise type that was most appropriate
to their local environment, yet their requests were ignored. Chao
Ta May explained that in late 2008 she had to buy rice to eat be-
cause the seed types supplied did not produce enough rice for
her household’s annual consumption, a common situation in her
commune. In order to prevent this from happening again, in early
2009 she and her husband travelled to Lao Cai city to purchase
their choice of seed from private traders.

5. Everyday politics of rice in the uplands

As noted earlier, the majority of Hmong and Yao with whom we
spoke reported that, overall, hybrid rice is a ‘good thing’; they now
have enough rice to see them through the year, and their annual
food security - in most cases - has improved. Indeed, some farmers
are even willing to travel great distances in order to access hybrid
rice seeds privately or from another distribution centre. But yet,
paradoxically, Hmong and Yao also perceive that the government’s
upland programmes and related changes in their agricultural live-
lihoods are frequently leaving them more vulnerable; having to
cope with reduced food security. Uplanders are keenly aware of
the new assortment of shifting vulnerabilities now embedded in
their livelihoods due to the state’s subsidised rice programme
being superimposed over existing, long term concerns, such as land
availability, climatic variability and buffalo well-being.

Being in such a situation - learning to cope with and make the
most of opportunities that arrive from ‘the outside’ such as govern-
ment interventions - is not new to minority upland agricultural-
ists. Commencing in the 1800s with government encouragement,
opium production formed part of their economy, until cultivation
was forbidden by Vietnamese State Decree 327 and Decree 06/CP
in the early 1990s.'? An historical trade in timber with lowlanders
and Han Chinese was also a supplementary economic opening, until
the state banned such practices during the same period (Vuong Xuan
Tinh, 2001). During the core period of collectivisation in the northern
uplands in the 1960s, highlanders also ‘made the best of it’, deciding
just how far they would take up state directives, or alternatively how

12 The cultivation of the opium poppy was already discouraged by the state in
earlier directives, but eradication programmes were not wholly implemented until
the 1990s (UNODC, 2003).
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they could ‘work within the cracks’ of the system. More recently,
some Hmong and Yao households have engaged in the small-scale
trade of highland textiles, become involved in local tourism activi-
ties, and have extended their trade in forest products, especially car-
damom for which there is strong demand in China (Turner, 2007; in
press). These livelihood choices have frequently been responses to
external factors. Changing political regimes, government decrees,
new border regulations, and fluctuating demand for specific goods
from Vietnamese lowlanders, consumers in China, and tourists, have
each led highlanders to search for new opportunities. Similarly, hy-
brid seeds arrived in Lao Cai province from the ‘outside’ and are cor-
respondingly negotiated by ethnic minorities drawing upon
historically rooted local understandings of livelihood response,
adaptability and flexibility.

We are witness here to individuals and households acting and
adjusting to what the state hopes to make the norm regarding
the composition and allocation of rice resources in the uplands.
Without a doubt, a key aim behind promoting hybrid rice is to im-
prove food security, but we also argue that the way this is being
implemented is linked to the state’s desire to control how upland
agriculture is being pursued, according to a lowland model of agri-
cultural modernisation and homogeneity. The state has ushered in
and is pushing a capital-intensive agricultural system based on
external inputs, that demands a monetary system far beyond his-
torical levels in the uplands. Cash flow has suddenly become a
much greater cause for concern for these households than ever be-
fore, resulting in further shifts towards market integration for sub-
sistence producers. Nevertheless, as has been found among Yao
and Tay uplanders elsewhere in the northern Vietnam highlands,
‘having been subjected for years to policies developed far away,
with little preference given to their own thoughts and opinions,
it is not surprising that farmers are ambivalent about the benefits
of participating in ‘remotely controlled’ top-down development
projects’ (Alther et al., 2002, p. 144).

Among Hmong and Yao rice cultivators we observe coping
mechanisms and tactics that are part and parcel of these highland-
ers’ everyday politics, linked to the ongoing evaluation of agricul-
tural innovations. These everyday politics certainly involve
complying with and adjusting to, but also quietly contesting, the
socialist state’s latest efforts to control the distribution of resources
in the uplands. As has been shown in the above analyses, for some
this means sidetracking from the wishes of the Vietnamese state in
subtle, ‘under the radar’ ways, such as holding out for as long as
possible and continuing to grow traditional rice while their family
land share is large enough (c.f. Nguyen et al., 2005). Other Hmong
and Yao have adopted the new seeds, but with a reasonable scep-
ticism regarding the local government’s ability to provide appro-
priate varieties and quantities at the right time. Farmers hence
work the system to gain suitable seed supplies through kin or com-
munity exchanges or else in local markets, while maintaining a ser-
ies of ‘back up plans’, such as retaining maize, dry rice and
traditional wet rice crops. At times of hybrid crop failure or re-
duced yields, uplanders temporarily fall back on century-old
understandings of food security, drawing upon upland crops and
food sources from the forest, as they have done in the past, includ-
ing during the 1979 China-Vietnam border war (Tugault-Lafleur
and Turner, 2009).

Indeed, to inform livelihood decision-making processes in light
of the state subsidised rice programme and as a means of coping
with unforeseen consequences - hence reducing livelihood vulner-
abilities - a diverse range of social networks, informal information
channels, and agricultural strategies are called upon by local
households. We have seen here how these range from borrowing
or renting land, buffalo and labour, to carefully adjusting and man-
aging annual livelihood calendars. Hmong and Yao households
grapple with delivery delays of hybrid rice seed, and if necessary

will hop on the back of a relative’s motorbike and venture beyond
the local district or province to gain access to a wider variety of rice
seed. Due in part to clanic exogamy, knowledge is exchanged
among extended family members from different hamlets and com-
munes during visits, and among friends in weekly marketplaces, so
that individuals relay information across broad regions regarding
planting conditions, seed availability, fears over water scarcity,
and crop failures.

Accommodating, taking on board elements of, or at times tacitly
opposing the government programmes, these diverse highlander
responses have led to strategic adaptations regarding seed pur-
chasing, crop diversification, and planting techniques that align
with Hmong and Yao livelihood needs, cultural priorities and
agro-ecological circumstances. We suggest upland Hmong and
Yao farmers are resisting a total reliance on state programmes in
favour of retaining a diversity of old and new options for meeting
their rice-production needs. Here, resistance can be viewed as up-
land farmers’ struggles to maintain autonomy over the economic,
social and cultural reproduction of their household units (c.f.
Schneider and Niederle, 2010). Yet, in considering these responses
as expressions of autonomy and resistance it is not our intent to
idealise the competencies of upland farmers, but rather to high-
light the actuality of their spaces to manoeuvre and their openness
to adapt and improvise in the face of external constraints, and by
doing so, to rework the state’s project to meet their own needs.
In striving to keep a number of different mechanisms of access
open, upland households work to achieve stability and reduce risk
by continuing to assert a measure of control over their resource
base. This flexible and multi-faceted approach has, in and of itself,
proven to be a key livelihood decision, enabling households to
grapple with shifting circumstances and externally imposed inter-
ventions, the benefits of which have waxed and waned. A compos-
ite approach to livelihoods that includes the adoption of new
practices, but a firm resolution to maintain others rooted in local
cultural knowledge and practical experience, has been decided to
be the most judicious tactic of the day.

One might ask at this stage why more progressive, local level
state officials have not acknowledged some of the short-comings
of recent state interventions and flexed their own agency to make
improvements? It appears that a number of factors currently pre-
vent this from occurring. First, agricultural training sessions are
conducted by provincial Centres for Agricultural Extension (World
Bank, 2009). While these could be a platform for the state to re-
ceive feedback from farmers regarding the seed programme and
other issues of importance to them; as it stands, extension pro-
grammes are designed at the provincial level and local extension
officers select farmers to participate. The sessions are conducted
predominantly in Vietnamese and require that participants be lit-
erate, excluding many ethnic minorities. Moreover, extension pol-
icies are entirely production-focussed, rather than being oriented
around current livelihood realities per se. As such they ‘aim to alter
existing farming systems rather than complement them; these
“models” make no attempt to build on existing traditional farming
systems, and no efforts are made to blend new farming methods
with traditional ones in a way that does not compromise subsis-
tence needs while attempting to boost production for the market’
(World Bank, 2009, p. 184). Farmers have no satisfactory mecha-
nism to report their experiences regarding local agricultural condi-
tions or their problem-solving techniques to officials in order to
inform and improve services.!®

13 While there is evidence that the central Vietnamese state has recently begun to
formally acknowledge the importance of traditional farming and household seed
distribution systems for agricultural biodiversity conservation (e.g. Decision No. 35/
2008/QD-BNN) it remains to be seen how this national policy will be implemented at
the local level in the uplands.
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6. Concluding thoughts: reworking the state’s project

While it is fairly obvious to suggest that the Vietnamese state
has tended to have fixed ideas regarding increasing productivity
of wet rice in both the lowlands and the uplands, and in expanding
capital-intensive wet rice production at the expense of shifting cul-
tivation; is it realistic to extend the argument and propose that the
state is promoting hybrid rice in the uplands in order to accelerate
market and other forms of integration of ethnic minorities? James
C. Scott (2009) maintains that the task to integrate and monetise
all peripheral nonstate spaces and people into modern states, has
been one of the core projects consistently pursued by Southeast
Asian states over the past century; regardless of these states’ ideo-
logical differences otherwise. As noted in our introduction, this ap-
proach has been pursued to make these people assessable, taxable,
and their outputs confiscatable (Scott, 2009, p. 5). We propose that
similar examples are evident today in northern upland Vietnam.
The Vietnamese state has banned swidden agriculture and intro-
duced numerous policies to permanently settle upland farmers;
open common-property rights more attuned with upland farming
practices have - since the end of the co-operatives and the passing
of the 1993 Land Law - been rejected in place of household use-
rights (Corlin, 2004). Forests are now under strict control in the
name of biodiversity conservation and access to former common-
property resources is firmly curtailed; while mono-cropping and
cash crops are being increasingly encouraged (Rambo, 2004; Fox
et al.,, 2009). Alongside such a plethora of state-making and territo-
rialisation processes, we argue that it is reasonable to suggest that
state programmes that reorganise upland agricultural production
while promoting hybrid rice, are accelerating market and agricul-
tural integration of upland minorities. We see here a state appara-
tus intent on moving uplanders beyond ‘backwards’ upland
agricultural practices and into more ‘modern’ forms (see also Pan-
dey et al., 2006, pp. 92-93). Concurrently, Hmong and Yao upland
farmers, who have faced constantly changing political circum-
stances and development initiatives throughout history, continue
to build upon culturally-rooted knowledge systems and subtle
everyday politics to cope best with new macro-structural interven-
tions that are part and parcel of the government’s national food
security agenda.

In sum, the conceptual framework developed here, by incorpo-
rating the notions of everyday politics and resistance into an actor-
oriented livelihoods approach, took us beyond an investigation
into financial benefits and yields, to focus upon the social, cultural
and political aspects inherent in upland farmer decision-making
regarding state interventions. Yet, with the conclusions we reached
via this approach, is there a chance that the state could positively
work to reduce livelihood vulnerability and food insecurity among
Hmong and Yao households? For this to occur, the state would
need to pay greater attention to how ethnic minorities have care-
fully learned to adapt to and modify this centrally-planned food
security initiative and the top-down public sector extension ser-
vices. For instance, the government could respond to upland actors’
concerns by providing a broader range of rice seed varieties, while
acknowledging local traditional knowledge of the seed types most
suited to the local environment. Enlightened agronomists might
work to produce hybrid rice varieties that taste better in the minds
of uplanders (instead of just focusing on lowland Kinh farmers).
Distribution officials could potentially organise seed delivery in
such a way that those with prior requests and payments are not
left without seed stocks; and direct, non-monetary forms of pay-
ment could be organised such as non-timber forest product goods
(for example cardamom) in exchange for rice seeds. Central, pro-
vincial and district governments could also acknowledge hybrid
seed failures when they occur in upland regions and help provide
emergency food supplies. For any of these to transpire however,

government authorities would need to be far more receptive to
the needs of ethnic minorities and willing to recognise different
cultural and livelihood necessities and priorities. Such improve-
ments would require a government whose officials take on board
an actor-oriented approach to upland livelihoods and food security
issues so that decision-making processes of ethnic minorities such
as Hmong and Yao are better understood and incorporated into
development plans. In this case, development would need to be lo-
cally-driven, rather than continuing to follow a top-down, central
government-driven, model.

Nowadays in Vietnam, participatory, community-based rural
development projects are strongly emphasised by donor develop-
ment agencies, while a diversity of grassroots, lowland farmers’
groups organise outside the state (Fforde, 2008). However, devel-
opment agencies and non-government organisations must work
within the structures of the socialist state via collaboration with lo-
cal authorities and state-controlled mass organisations for their
projects (Vasavakul, 2003; Thayer, 2008). Likewise, while the vari-
ety of autonomous informal farmers’ groups continues to grow,
these are not officially supported (and are sometimes opposed)
by the state, nor are they integrated by development agencies into
their projects (Vasavakul, 2003; Thayer, 2008).1% While only touch-
ing on debates regarding broader state-society relations here (see
Kerkvliet et al., 2003), within present day socialist Vietnam the prac-
ticalities involved for such bottom-up approaches - especially those
involving ethnic minorities - to truly make a difference appear to re-
main an uphill battle. All told, for national food security equations to
be fully inclusive, a heightened level of sensitivity and respect will
be essential which, in light of past political antagonisms and histor-
ical misunderstandings between these groups, will be a significant
challenge.
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