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Abstract

This focus explores the relationship between changes in the environment and migration
decisions. It is based on a literature review and multisite qualitative research into rural-to-
urban migration in a context of environmental changes, in particular from the Mekong Delta
to Ho Chi Minh City. Key results show that environmental changes act as an underlying factor
in the migration decision, masked by economic factors. Insufficient incomes from the agri-
cultural sector and the lack of alternative job opportunities emerge as the primary reasons
for moving — as consequences of the economic context, environmental changes and limited
availability of farming land. Environmental hazards do affect livelihoods, but they are rarely
identified as migration factors by migrants themselves. Economic and social dynamics feed
populations’ aspirations for upward social mobility, and propel them towards urban areas.
Moreover, the research highlights that while out-migration from the Delta replaces or comple-
ments on-site adaptation strategies, it also can lead to multidimensional vulnerability in urban
areas. Low-skilled rural migrants often make a long-term temporary move rather than a per-
manent one, before returning to the hometown where they have kept their land. However, land
availability and current environmental trends in the Mekong Delta call the durability of these
strategies into question. Therefore, it is increasingly necessary to support the local population
in the Delta by developing local job opportunities and livelihood aids — especially for landless
farmers — as well as to provide information on the medium- and long-term impacts of climate
change. At the same time, it is equally important to accompany migrants in their migration via
dedicated public support structures, to prevent them from entering urban poverty.

Tom tat

Trong tdm nay kham pha méi quan hé gitra nhiing thay déi vé moi truong va cac quyét dinh
di cu. N6 dua trén mot téng quan tu liéu va nghién ctru dinh tinh da dia diém vé di cu tir
nong thon ra thanh thi trong bai canh vé nhiing thay déi mai truong, dac biét la ti khu vuc
DPoéng bang séng Ctru Long dén Thanh pho HE Chi Minh. Cac két qua chinh cho thay nhiing
thay d&i vé mai trudng déng vai tro nhu mot yéu té co ban trong quyét dinh di cu, bi che 1ap
bdi cdc yéu t6 kinh t€. Thu nhap khéng du tir nganh néng nghiép va thiéu cac co hoi viéc
lam thay thé ndi Ién la nhing ly do chinh dé di cu — nhu nhiing hé qua cdia béi canh kinh té,
thay d6i moi truong va han ché vé dat canh tdc. Cac hiém hoa mai truong coé anh hudng
dén sinh k&, nhung chung hiém khi dugc chinh ngudi di cu xdc dinh la céc yéu t6 di cu. Béng
luc kinh t& va x& hoi nubi dudng khat vong clia ngudi dan déi véi su dich chuyén xa hoi di
lén va thuc ddy ho hudng tdi cac khu vuce thanh thi. Hon nira, nghién ctu cling nhan manh
rang mac du viéc di cu ra khoi Bong bang, ban than né da thay thé ho&c b6 sung bang cac
chién lugc thich (ng tai chd, né cling co thé dan dén tinh trang dé bj tén thuong da chiéu
& céc khu vuc dé thi. Nhiing nguai di cu ndng thon co k§ nang thap thuong di cu tam thoi
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trong mét khoang thai gian dai trude khi tré vé qué huong noi ho cé phan dat dai cdia minh,
hon la di cu vinh vién. Tuy nhién, dat dai hién hiru va xu hudng maéi truong hién tai & bong
bang séng Clu Long khién d6 bén cla cac chién lugc nay la mot van dé dang ban. Thé
nén, ngay cang can thiét phai hé trg nguoi dan dia phuong & Dong bang bang cach phat
trién cac co hdi viéc lam tai dia phuong va ho trg sinh ké — dac biét 1a cho nhiing nong dan
khong co dat - cling nhu cung cdp thong tin vé tdc dong trung va dai han cla bién déi khi
hau. Bong thai, dieu quan trong khong kém la déng hanh véi nguai di cu trong qua trinh di
cu clia ho théng qua céc co cdu ho tro cong riéng biét dé€ ngan ho 1am vao tinh trang nghéo
déi khi & thanh thi.

Résumé

Ce focus explore la relation entre les changements de I'environnement et les décisions mi-
gratoires. Il se fonde sur un état de I'art et une recherche qualitative multisituée portant sur
la migration rural-urbain dans un contexte de changements environnementaux, en particu-
lier depuis le Delta du Mékong vers Ho Chi Minh Ville. Les résultats clefs montrent que les
changements environnementaux contribuent a la décision migratoire en tant que facteurs
sous-jacents, dissimulés derriere les facteurs économiques. Les revenus insuffisants retirés
du secteur agricole et le manque d'opportunités d'emploi alternatives ressortent comme les
raisons premieres de partir — conséquences du contexte économique, des changements
environnementaux et de la disponibilité limitée des terres agricoles. Les aléas environnemen-
taux affectent les moyens de subsistance, mais sont rarement identifiés comme des fac-
teurs de migration par les migrants eux-mémes. Les dynamiques économiques et sociales
alimentent les aspirations des populations a une ascension sociale, et les orientent vers les
zones urbaines. De plus, la recherche met en lumiere que I'émigration depuis le Delta, tout
en remplacant ou complétant les stratégies d'adaptation sur site, peut aussi mener a une
vulnérabilité multidimensionnelle en zone urbaine. Les migrants ruraux peu qualifiés opérent
souvent un déplacement temporaire de long-terme plutét qu'un déplacement permanent,
avant de retourner dans leur commune dorigine ou ils conservent leur terrain. Cependant,
la disponibilité des terres et les évolutions environnementales actuelles dans le Delta du
Mékong questionnent la durabilité de ces stratégies. Ainsi, il est de plus en plus nécessaire
de soutenir la population locale du Delta en développant des opportunités d'emploi locales
et des aides de subsistance — notamment pour les agriculteurs sans terres — ainsi qu'en
informant sur les impacts du changement climatique a moyen et long termes. En paralléle, il
est tout aussi important d'accompagner les migrants dans leur migration par des structures
publiques de soutien dédiées, afin de les prémunir d'entrer dans la pauvreté urbaine.




According to the last national census, the Viet-
namese part of the Mekong Delta numbered
17.3 million people in 2019 = 18% of the na-
tional population— on 12% of the country’s
total surface area [GSO, 2020]. Delta inha-
bitants have developed livelihoods based on
seasonal transformations in the environment,
and the rhythm of flooding — including adap-
ted cultures, protective infrastructures, hou-
sing on stilts and boat transportation. In this
deltaic context, flooding is not unequivocally
considered as a threat, but also as a resource
for agriculture. It contributes to alluvial depo-
sition, fisheries, water quality, and rice field
deacidification [Danh and Mushtag, 2011],
as mentioned in other contributions to this
report, particularly Focus 3 and in
this chapter. Given the favorable conditions
for agriculture, the large majority of delta in-
habitants earn their living from agriculture.
In 2019, the Mekong Delta represented 48%
of the country’s cereal-planted surface area,
54% of paddy-planted surface area, and 72%
of the aquaculture surface area [ GSO, 2021 ].
But irregular environmental changes are dis-
rupting these activities. Confronted with the
changing environmental conditions identified
in the COP26 GEMMES Viet Nam project re-
port of 2021 [Espagne et al., 2021, chapters
9 and 10], Delta farmers have had to adapt to
maintain their incomes and livelihoods, either
through on-site adaptations, or migration.

Historically, the Delta has been populated by
migration waves, and the local population is
made up of “‘open peasant settlements”, re-
latively unstructured in comparison with the
population of the Northern Red River Delta
[Rambo, 1977, p.187]. Today, the Mekong Del-
ta is characterized by a very high out-migra-
tion rate. The last national statistical census,
conducted in 2019, reveals that the out-mi-
gration rate of the Mekong Delta is up to 4.5%,
with a net-migration rate of -4%. These are
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the highest out-migration rate and the lowest
net-migration rate of all the country’s regions.
Most of the migration flows head to the Sou-
theast Region, including Ho Chi Minh City
and neighboring industrial provinces such as
Binh Duong province [GSO, 2020]. In 2019,
Ho Chi Minh City had an in-migration rate of
9.1%, Binh Duong province 21.7% and Dong
Nai province 6.6% [GSO, 2020]'. The 2014
intercensal survey on migration and urbani-
zation counted the number of inter-provincial
in-migrants and out-migrants by regions in
the same year —i.e. people aged over-5 who
reported having a different province of resi-
dence 5 years prior to the time of the survey.
Out of all the out-migrants from the Mekong
Delta recorded on that date (762,555 people),
76.5% had moved to the Southeast Region
(583,358 people) [ GSO and UNFPA, 2016 ].

This focus aims to document the potential rela-
tionship between changes in the environment
and migration decisions in the Mekong Delta.
We question to what extent migration can be
considered as an adaptation strategy to envi-
ronmental changes? in that context. Questio-
ning migration as adaptation implies asking to

1. The in-migration and out-migration rates of a territorial unit
reflect the number of people from other territorial units who
immigrate to and emigrate from that territorial unit in propor-
tion to the population of that territorial unit. These numbers
include only official internal migrants, defined as residents of
a specific administrative unit, who lived in a different adminis-
trative unit five years earlier, and aged 5 or older at the time of
census enumeration [ GSO, UNFPA 2010].

2. We choose to use the term “environmental changes” to
encompass the multiplicity of changes in the environment of
the Delta that affect the daily life and future projections of
its inhabitants, whether they are of climatic or anthropogenic
origin, since it is often challenging to dissociate the two. It re-
fers to slow transformations of the environmental conditions
such as sea level rise and salinization, disturbed periodic
ones such as flood and drought, or rapid-onset events such
as landslides. Environmental changes include the manifesta-
tions of climate change but also the consequences of local
anthropogenic actions on the Mekong Delta which accelerate
natural phenomena (groundwater extraction fostering land
subsidence for instance), or which disturb local ecosystems
(soil and water pollution for example).
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what extent migration occurs in reaction to en-
vironmental changes, but also interrogating the
impact of migration on vulnerability. This paper
reviews a number of previous projects which
tackled the issue of the link between environ-
ment and migration in the Mekong Delta. From
there, we present preliminary results from a
multisite research project on rural-to-urban mi-
gration directed towards Ho Chi Minh City, in a
context of environmental changes.

1. Migration

and environment:
academic
controversies

and political agenda

1.1 Academic controversies

Migration related to environment and/or cli-
mate has been generating a growing field of
literature internationally, especially since the
late 2000s [ Cattaneo et al., 2019; Black et al.,
20117a; Tacoli, 2009; Hunter, 2005]. Research
in particular highlights the multiplicity of fac-
tors which converge in the migration decision,
and the difficulty in isolating and quantifying
environmental migration [ Gemenne and Ca-
vicchioli, 2010; Véron and Golaz, 2015].

A landmark study on the topic was published
in 2011 by the Foresight project. Based on
multiple international case studies, it identi-
fles five categories of migration drivers: eco-
nomic, political, social, demographic and en-
vironmental [Black et al, 2011b]. The report
highlights the interactions between the mul-
tiple drivers, and the various ways in which

the environment can influence migration.
It reveals that “environmental change is as
equally likely to prevent migration as it is to in-
crease it" [ ibid., p.104], by impacting the liveli-
hoods and resources of affected households.
It points out in particular the vulnerability of
“trapped populations” unable to achieve mi-
gration, and the benefits migration can bring
to individuals, households and communities
in departure and destination areas. In the Fo-
resight project’s analysis, low-elevation coas-
tal zones stand out as major areas of challen-
ges in terms of population’s vulnerability to
the impacts of environmental change.

One critical field of research also alerts against
potential neoliberal drift, acting to enforce the
desirability of migration in support of a vi-
sion of development deliberately orientated
towards industrialization and urbanization
[Paprocki, 2018]. In light of this, some au-
thors choose to focus rather on non-migration
strategies, and on immobility in the face of en-
vironmental change [ Sengupta and Samantsa,
2022; Mallick et al., 2022].

1.2 International political
agenda

Despite these debates, environment-induced
migrations have been established as a priority
in the international political agenda. In its last
report, the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change presents migration, in particu-
lar internal migration, as a possible response
in the face of climate change. At the same
time, it highlights that the relations between
climate change impacts and migration vary
in line with the socio-economic characteris-
tics of individuals — in particular gender — and
with the political context [IPCC, WG2, 2022,
chapters 6, 7, 8]. Population displacement
in reaction to climate change has also been



mentioned in the Sendai Framework for the
reduction of disaster risks 2015-2030 [UN,
2015, Art. 33].

In addition, dedicated international cooperation
frameworks have emerged, such as the mul-
ti-stakeholder platform on population displa-
cements in the context of sudden- and slow-
onset disasters (especially cross-border ones),
which followed the Nansen initiative launched
in 2072. The ten Nansen Principles of 2011
are recommendations “to guide responses to
some of the urgent and complex challenges
raised by displacement in the context of cli-
mate change and other environmental hazards”
[Kalin, 2012, p.1]. They complete the Guiding
Principles on Internal Displacement adopted
by the United Nations Commission on Human
Rights in 1998. Later, the Global Compact for
Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration was re-
leased by the United Nations in 2018 [UN
General Assembly, 2018, Art. 18]. More recent-
ly, the Global Mayors Task Force on Climate
and Migration was launched in 2021 by the
C40 Cities and the Mayors Migration Council.
These cooperation frameworks aim to share
experiences and provide a policy framework
built using a bottom-up approach, and these in-
ternational guidelines are intended to be turned
into national legislations by states.

1.3 Migration and environment
studied in the Vietnamese
Mekong Delta

In Viet Nam in particular, the crucial challenge
of the link between environment and migration
has been highlighted by previous research in
the Mekong Delta, and several major studies
have provided insight into the question over
the past 15 years: some of the main ones are
reported below.
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In 2007-2009, the European Commission-
funded Environmental Change and Forced Mi-
gration Scenarios project (EACH-FOR) —im-
plemented in partnership with the Internatio-
nal Organization for Migration — examined
multiple international case studies. In parti-
cular, it considered whether regular flooding,
its intensification and its increased frequency
in the Vietnamese Mekong Delta could trig-
ger migration and population relocation. The
study, based on three-months’ fieldwork in An
Giang province, Ho Chi Minh City, Hanoi and
Phnom Penh (Cambodia), finds that “environ-
mental change (flooding in this case study) is
shown to be a trigger for independent migra-
tion decisions when livelihoods are negatively
affected, for example when crops are lost,
generally on more than one occasion” [ Dun,
2011, p.217]. It includes internal and inter-
national, seasonal, temporary or permanent
migration. It does not identify environmen-
tal change as the main cause of migration.
Instead, authors use the concept of “socio-
ecological tipping points” to emphasize the
importance of the socio-economic and po-
litical context in which the environmental
changes occur [ Warner et al., 2010, p.708].

Over the same period, the large German-Viet-
namese WISDOM project (Phases | and II),
conducted between 2007 and 2013, also drew
upon the concept of tipping points. Within the
broader mission of providing the Mekong
Delta with a water information system en-
compassing both natural sciences and socio-
economic processes, Garschagen and collea-
gues chose to focus on peri-urban interfaces,
which are affected by socio-economic trans-
formation, biophysical degradation and cli-
mate change impacts [Garschagen et al,
2017]. The concept of tipping points here
designates the “decisions, events and ac-
cess-portfolios” which lead from one section
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to another on an individual- or household-
level “dynamic resilience pathway”, that may
include migration [ ibid., p.157].

In 2013, the Mekong Migration Network and
the Asian Migrant Center — with the support
of the Rockefeller Foundation — published
a study on climate change and migration in
the Greater Mekong Subregion?®; initiated at
the end of 2011, it compared two case stu-
dies from Myanmar and Viet Nam [MMN
and AMC, 2013]. The Vietnamese case stu-
dy was based on a survey of 50 households,
focus group discussions and interviews with
key informants, conducted in an agricultural
hamlet of Can Tho City in the Mekong Delta.
Environmental changes — potentially linked to
climate change — included increased extreme
hydro-climatic weather, more extreme warm
weather, soil degradation or impoverishment,
less rainfall, irregular flooding, and drought.
Salinity was also recognized as a growing
threat by local leaders and authorities, but
not by residents. The study establishes a
correlation between environmental changes
and migration, through the negative impacts
of environmental changes on the livelihoods
and health of local inhabitants, and on soil and
water quality (notably through increased pol-
lution). However, the research also points out
that migration would still occur independent-
ly of environmental changes, as a reaction to
the low incomes and lack of jobs locally, in
contrast with the employment and education
opportunities available in urban areas. It ur-
ges that both climate change and mobility be
taken into consideration as “issues of global
justice” [ibid, p.11].

3. The Greater Mekong Subregion covers Cambodia, the
People’'s Republic of China (specifically Yunnan Province and
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region), the Lao People’s Demo-
cratic Republic, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam.

Lateron, between 2014 and 2017, the MECLEP
project, “Migration, Environment and Climate
Change: Evidence for Policy” — funded by the
European Union and implemented by the In-
ternational Organization for Migration (IOM)
and a consortium of partners — highlighted
poverty and livelihood insecurity as the main
reasons for migrating from rural Mekong Delta
areas to Can Tho and Ho Chi Minh City, inclu-
ding migration from a relocation site [ Nguyen
et al, 2017; Chun, 2015]. A quantitative sur-
vey was completed by 1,232 households in six
communes in Ho Chi Minh City, Long An pro-
vince and Ca Mau province. It finds a positive
correlation between specific forms of environ-
mental stress (particularly erosion, cyclones
and floods) and migration, but points out that
otherimportant factors may also have been at
play [ Entzinger and Scholten, 2016 ]. It reveals
how, in that context, environmental and eco-
nomic factors might overlap. Interestingly, the
results also show that the observed migration
is more likely to be a long-term move than a
short-term one. From a qualitative perspec-
tive — based on fieldwork in two communes
exposed to seasonal flood and riverbank
erosion in Long An province and Dong Thap
province respectively, as well as two sites in
Can Tho and Ho Chi Minh City — Chun iden-
tifies a list of key assets which influence
households’ vulnerability, their livelihoods and
their decision regarding mobility in conditions
of environmental stress: house ownership,
access to agricultural land, financial planning
skills and diversified income-generating skills,
agency and confidence, as well as health and
able-bodiedness [ Chun, 2014 ].

In 2016, a multisite research project led by
Koubi and colleagues documented the link
between the temporality of the hazard and the
decision to migrate [ Koubi et al,, 2016 ]. The au-
thors compared four districts in four provinces
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as departure areas, two in the Mekong Delta,
one on the South-Central Coast and one in the
Red River Delta, with Ho Chi Minh City and Ha-
noi as destinations. The study was based upon
1,200 completed questionnaires, for which half
the respondents were migrants and the other
half non-migrants. It shows the importance of
the actual speed of the event and of time per-
ception by the local population in the decision
to migrate. According to results based on res-
pondents’ perceptions of the weather event(s)
they experienced over the past 5 years, ra-
pid-onset and short-term events (such as flood
or typhoons) were significantly likely to lead to
a decision to migrate, whereas slow-onset and
long-term events (such as drought or salinity)
had little to no influence.

Finally, a more discrete study has also applied
a quantitative method to the case of the Me-
kong Delta; it was conducted in 2015 by Oanh
and Truong, based on a survey with 200 par-
ticipants (migrants and non-migrants) in Ben
Tre province and Dong Thap province (two
communes in each). The authors identify
only a small statistical correlation between
the impacts of climate change and the mi-
gration decision [Oanh and Truong, 2017],
through the impacts of climate change on
local production activities (breeding, fishing
and farming), overall quality of life (inclu-
ding incomes, access to food, housing and
infrastructure), and the quality of the envi-
ronment (water and soil). This leads them to
point out that other factors must also affect
migration.

Previous studies identify atenuous link between
environment and migration, often through the
impact of environmental disturbance on far-
ming incomes. However, the methodologies
implemented do not allow for detailed unders-
tanding of the causal chains at play, or the per-

ceptions of migrants and local populations re-
garding environmental changes. Therefore, to
follow up on this literature, a multisite research
project has been conducted since 2020, to do-
cument rural-to-urban migration in Viet Nam in
a context of environmental changes.

1.4 Research setting

From June 2020 to June 2022, around 120
rural migrants were encountered for in-depth
qualitative interviews in Ho Chi Minh City (in
Go Vap and Binh Tan districts), around half of
them from the Mekong Delta. In addition, field-
work was conducted in Binh Dai district, Ben
Tre province, in order to collect information
via interviews with local authorities and fa-
milies of migrants, supplemented by a recent
fleldwork study located in Tran De, My Xuyen
and Thanh Tri districts, Soc Trang province #
[Figure 2/7.1]. The two districts studied in Ho
Chi Minh City enabled the observation of two
types of urban fabrics which have been den-
sified by migration flows at different periods
of time (since the 1990s in Go Vap district,
and since the 2000s in Binh Tan district), and
which present different economic profiles to-
day (a bigger tertiary sector in Go Vap district,
and more industry in Binh Tan district). The
two areas studied in the Mekong Delta were
chosen for their exposure to different hazards
(salinization in Binh Dai district, Ben Tre pro-
vince, Tran De district and My Xuyen district
in Soc Trang province; fresh water flooding
in Thanh Tri district, Soc Trang province). In
addition, the areas studied in Soc Trang pro-
vince included rice farming, along with shrimp
farming in the eastern area, while rice farming
had totally disappeared in the communes stu-

4. The data analysis is currently in progress. The elements
presented here are preliminary.
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[Figure 2/7.1]
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died in Ben Tre province. Finally, the two areas
were selected for their different distances to
Ho Chi Minh City.

2. Preliminary results
from fieldwork
research

2.1 The environment as an
underlying factor of migration,
among converging ones

The insights from both the arrival areas and
the departure areas converge towards the

same observation, in line with previous stu-
dies conducted on the climate-migration topic
in the Mekong Delta. Environment stands out
as an indirect factor of migration, easily hid-
den behind the economic factor. Indeed, the
connection between environmental change
and migration lies predominantly in the impact
that changing natural conditions might have
on farming activities, and therefore local inha-
bitants’ livelihoods in rural areas of the Delta.

Insufficient incomes from agriculture,
and lack of alternative job opportunities

The interviews conducted in Ho Chi Minh City,
with rural migrants who arrived from thirty
years to three months before the meetings, re-



veal that although exposure to environmental
hazards is often present in the migration sto-
ries, it is very rarely mentioned spontaneously
by the interviewees as a factor in migration.
Instead, almost all the interviewees primarily
mention economic difficulties as the main
reason for migrating. The majority of the in-
terviewees previously earned their living from
agriculture, or — in the case of people who mi-
grated at a young age — came from families
relying on agriculture as their principal source
of income. They express insufficient incomes
combined with lack of local job opportunities
as their main reason to opt for migration.

This statement from interviewees themselves
is coherent with the accounts from the mi-
grants’ families, interviewed in Binh Dai district,
Ben Tre province as well as Tran De, My Xuyen
and Thanh Tridistricts, Soc Trang province; they
explain the departure of their relatives (in most
cases their children) as a reaction to the lack of
local opportunities to attain the level of income
they aspire to. The same statement is made
by some representatives of the local authori-
ties at the commune level in departure areas.
Reflecting on the departure of young people,
a local official from the social services of the
People Committee of Vang Quoi Dong com-
mune in Binh Dai district explained that they
leave because the People Committee has not
been able to provide them with enough support
to do farming or access other suitable jobs. In
that commune, according to the same official,
some 2 households out of 3 have at least one
member who works elsewhere. The population
of Vang Quoi Dong relies on coconut manufac-
turing, as the commune is critically affected by
drought during the sunny season and floods
during the rainy season, particularly in recent
years. The years 2016 and 2019-2020 espe-
cially brought extreme episodes of drought and
salinization due to high heat and scarce rain
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(see ). According to the commune’s
People Committee, coconut manufacturing
represents 40% of the commune’s local eco-
nomy, agriculture and aquaculture represent
20%, while the remaining 40% consists of the
remittances sent back by workers in other
communes and people abroad, as well as in-
terest on investments. The departure of young
people is becoming problematic for the People
Committee, since coconut manufacturing is
beginning to experience a shortage of labor
for physical tasks. On that note, the distance
to Ho Chi Minh City does not seem to have a
significant impact, since the same trends of
migration towards the metropolis and its sur-
roundings are observed at the study sites in
Ben Tre province and Soc Trang province.

Interpreting this statement about the lack of
job opportunities — expressed by local authori-
ties, by migrants themselves and by their rela-
tives — involves keeping in mind the subjective
and relative nature of the concept of poverty.
For some households, the idea of “insufficient
income” might express extreme precarity and
refer to survival mechanisms. But for other
households, it might refer to a more relative
sense of poverty, in comparison with others,
with what could be achieved, in reference to
a certain standard of what is considered to be
a decent or desirable income. Migration mi-
ght therefore occur in households with very
different economic situations, from relatively
wealthy households sending their children to
study in the city, to households suffering from
financial precarity whose members migrateina
final effort to make ends meet. On that subject,
an aspect has been pointed out by previous in-
ternational research and notably by the EACH-
FOR project, as well as the MMN and AMC
project, in the Mekong Delta [MMN and AMC,
2013; Warner et al., 2012 ]: migration may not
be an accessible option to the most destitute
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households, because it requires capital —be
it financial capital for transportation and se-
ttlement, or social capital for support in finding
a job and accommodation at arrival. However,
this result has not been verified in the MECLEP
project [ Entzinger and Scholten, 2016 ]. In addi-
tion, in another geographical context (the Gan-
ga-Brahmaputra Delta), some research found
that capital-rich households were less likely to
migrate than others [ Mallick, 2022 ].

Economic context, environmental
changes and land availability

The economic insecurity reported by migrants
and their relatives results from difficulties in
the farming sector, as well as the lack of al-
ternative economic activities. Global market
dynamics, as well as the variation of local de-
mand in Viet Nam, have generated highly vo-
latile selling prices in the farming sector, and
inflation of input prices, resulting in pressure
on farmers, especially small-scale ones. But
the economic context is not the only parame-
ter involved, and is not isolated from other
parameters, particularly the environment.
Current environmental changes in the Me-
kong Delta have put the farming sector under
great pressure. Salinization, disturbed flood
patterns, repeated drought and erosion have
all affected farming conditions (for more de-
tails please refer to Focuses 1, 3, 4, 5 and 6).
These climate change-related hazards have
been exacerbated by anthropogenic actions
in the Mekong River Basin, such as sand ex-
traction, groundwater extraction, dams, and
urbanization accelerating land subsidence. In
the case of Vang Quoi Dong, the same official
of the People Committee sees improving the
dike and irrigation system as an incentive for
young people to stay in the commune and
maintain agriculture. They can also benefit

from special loans to rehabilitate coconut
farms. Environmental conditions, especially
salinization, are seen by this official as contri-
buting to the migration decision, since they
affect both agriculture and living conditions.

In addition, one can mention pollution as an
anthropogenic environmental parameter likely
to affect local populations directly or indirectly.
In Binh Dai district, Ben Tre province, water pol-
lution generated by local industries and aqua-
culture farms, along with settlements located
upstream on the Ba Lai River, was mentioned
by several local farmers as a major handicap
in maintaining their operations. In addition, the
water sometimes contains excessive concen-
trations of alum (see ). Accessing
clean water and accessing water with the right
level of salinity are two cumulative challenges.

In an extensive understanding of what the en-
vironment encompasses — and stepping aside
from climate change in the strict sense of the
term — the surface area of farm land emerges
as a major environmental influence on agri-
cultural income. Many factors can contribute
to progressively reducing land surface. First,
the subdivision of the land among siblings
over time via inheritance leads mechanically
to a diminution of the land surface for each
household. Second, erosion may affect the plot
of land. Third, public development projects,
such as infrastructure projects or industrial
zones, may lead to a reduction of available land
surface. Finally, households facing difficulties
and constrained by debts may be forced to
sell part (or all) of their farm land, especially
in the context of an inflated land market. The
land areas might not be sufficient to develop
a commercial farming activity, or even sub-
sistence-oriented agriculture. In a context
where farming is more and more oriented
towards market and exportation, and not only



household subsistence, this reduction of farm
land can be critical, especially for younger ge-
nerations choosing whether or not to follow
in their parents’ footsteps in the agriculture
sector. Also, in extreme cases, this situation
can force some destitute households into lan-
dlessness and over-indebtedness. Farm land
often acts as a safety net for households, as
it can guarantee subsistence food supply. It is
also an asset for mortgages, a guarantee to get
aloan, and a legacy for children [ Pulliat, 2013 ].
In that context, some of the studies mentioned
have pointed out the particular vulnerability of
landless farmers, whose livelihoods rely enti-
rely on hired labor to farm land they do not own,
or in other sectors [Garschagen et al, 2012,
Warner et al., 2012].

In the face of these changing environmental
conditions, farmers implement adaptation
strategies. To some extent, migration can be
interpreted as one of them. But one of the rea-
sons that makes this link difficult to pinpoint
with precision is the fact that migrants them-
selves, as well as relatives in their hometowns,
do not necessarily identify environmental
changes as migration factors. The connection
between harsh environmental conditions and
economic difficulties leading to migration is
rarely expressed —and even less so in terms
of climate change impact. Environmental
changes remain overshadowed by the broader
“unprofitable farming sector” umbrella, which
suggests that they are not the only reason for
migrating nor the ultimate/proximate cause.

Societal mutations

Research on migration has long shed light on
the multifactorial nature of the phenomenon. In
the current context of the Mekong Delta, and
more broadly of Viet Nam, social factors are
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particularly important in internal and interna-
tional migration: societal mutations, especially
since the 1990s, have shaped new conditions
for migration flows to develop. Two major
technical changes — the relaxing of the hé khau
residential registration system and the deve-
lopment of the transportation system — have
been key factors in the development of inter-
nal migration [Li, 1996], and the apparition of
the migration corridors towards the South-East
region that we observe today. In that context,
the promotion of urban lifestyles and the diffu-
sion of international urban cultural references
have contributed to enhancing the appeal of
urban areas. The vision of the modern city as
opposed to rural farm land acts as an incen-
tive to turn away from agriculture and enter
modernity and globalization. Modernity refers
here to the multiplicity of options that the city
has to offer. The city is the place where one can
access diversity and life experience. It is seen
as a potential stepping-stone towards foreign
countries. Migrating therefore means obtaining
choices, at least in theory, when initially viewed
from the rural hometown.

In addition, another crucial element of Viet-
namese society that shapes contemporary
migrations is the importance of education.
Encompassing wealthy households sending
their children to study in the cities, less well-
off households nevertheless dedicating their
savings to send their children away to stu-
dy, parents migrating themselves to fund the
education of their children, and young adults
migrating in anticipation of their education or
the education of their future children, education
is at the core of the migration decision. In that
sense, we observe a generational shift between
elder people who largely had no opportunity to
access education, and young people who have
been exposed to a broader portfolio of options
over the past two decades as a result of the
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education expansion policies initiated in the
1990s [ Truong et al., 2021 ].

To sum up, although migration decisions of-
ten involve changes in environmental condi-
tions in the Mekong Delta, they take place
within economic and social dynamics feeding
populations’ aspirations to upward social mo-
bility, which for some seem unachievable if
they stay in the farming sector.

Direct impacts of environmental
changes

Finally, in addition to the indirect impact they
have on migration through agriculture, envi-
ronmental changes can also have more di-
rect consequences on local populations by
threatening their personal safety or affecting
their housing. These direct consequences
are seen following rapid-onset disasters such
as storms, or repeated and prolonged disas-
ters such as drought or high seasonal floods.
Thus, given the future climate projections,
the potential direct impacts of environmental
changes are likely to be growing concerns.

The direct and indirect causal chains from dis-
ruptive factors to migration are illustrated in
Figure 2/7.5.

2.2 Migration as an adaptation
strategy, an alternative
to on-site adaptations

Changing activity within the primary
sector

To fully understand the context in which the
migration occurs, it is worth mentioning some

of the alternative options that local households
might implement when faced with difficulties.
Migration might replace some of them, or mi-
ght occur in complement to them. For the up-
per-part of the Delta, literature reports changes
in the rhythm of rice-field harvests as a way to
cope with changing environmental conditions
[Chapman and Darby, 2016]. For the case of
rice farming in particular, we refer to

of this chapter. The switch from rice farming to
aquaculture, and in particular shrimp farming, is
anothertypical strategy adopted by populations
(cf. ). Our fieldwork in Binh Dai district,
Ben Tre province, and in Tran De, My Xuyen,
and Thanh Tri districts, Soc Trang province,
confirms that this switch is triggered by both
economic opportunity and salinization. The
very high profit that can potentially be gained
from shrimp farming provides an incentive for
households to turn their fields into ponds, in a
context that is less and less suitable for rice
farming. However, once again, the idea of mini-
mal cost (here the initial investment to develop
a shrimp pond) comes into play in preventing
part of the population from being able to ac-
cess this option. In reference to the high unpre-
dictability of this activity, we refer to on
the impacts of the Ba Lai dam.

In a highly salinized environment such as Binh
Dai district, Ben Tre province, another option
is to develop coconut farming, or other fruits
that offer a high tolerance to salt. Nevertheless,
these fruits crops make a relatively low profit,
which in addition is likely to vary considerably
according to changes in demand. As such, they
might not appear very attractive to younger ge-
nerations, especially when land surfaces are in-
sufficient to harvest large quantities. Yet some
varieties with high yields remain profitable, and
the low labor requirements — especially in the
case of coconut fields — makes them suitable
for older generations.



In Ben Tre province, coconut farming has led
to the development of a coconut manufac-
turing industry, which provides another sec-
tor of employment for the local population.
However, despite their place in the secondary
sector, the manufacturing warehouses spe-
cialized in food processing — whether seafood
or fruits — remain highly sensitive to environ-
mental conditions, in the present changing
environmental context. Indeed, certain on-site
adaptation strategies might potentially be
heavily impacted by climate change.
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Turning away from food production
and food processing

Another alternative is to leave any employ-
ment sector that relies directly or indirectly
on environmental conditions. Locally, within
Binh Dai district, the conversions are focused
mostly on small-scale entrepreneurship in the
case of households who have a small finan-
cial capital or access to land and buildings,
or on the construction sector. The growing
construction sector in rural areas generates
a local job market, but offers irregular wor-
king schedules and incomes, as well as very
tough working conditions. It is of course inac-
cessible to older people. Overall, the main
growing alternative to farming is to become

@ Clara Jullien

[ Figure 2/7.2] Migrant workers leaving Giao Long industrial park in Chau Thanh district at dusk
and commuting back to their hometown in Binh Dai district, on the main road connecting the two

districts through An Hoa bridge.
Photo credit: ©Clara Jullien - 02/04/2022
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a worker in a local factory. In the case of Binh
Dai district, becoming a factory worker means
migrating towards the massive industrial
park of Giao Long in the neighboring district
of Chau Thanh [Figure 2/7.2]. The future in-
dustrial zone of Phu Thuan will create a new
local pool within Binh Dai district. The local
recruitment centers under the supervision of
the Department of Labour, Invalids and Social
Affairs of Ben Tre province help to make the
connection between employers and young
people. In addition, migrants very often re-
ceive the support of their personal network to
find a position. However, the industrial sector
only offers a time-limited solution, as factories
rarely employ workers over 40 years old.

Migration within the Mekong Delta

The current industrialization policy imple-
mented in the Mekong Delta is already gene-
rating alternative options to farming, leading
to a local intra-district or intra-province migra-
tion, which absorbs part of the migration that
would otherwise be directed towards other
provinces and major urban and industrial
hubs, such as Ho Chi Minh City or Binh Duong
province. This migration can be temporary
or circular, returning to the hometown on a
weekly or bi-weekly basis, or — if the distance
allows it — commuting on a daily basis. Thus,
out-migration away from the Mekong Delta
towards other Vietnamese regions, especially
the South-East, needs to be put in perspective
within a broader map of migration including
intra-district, inter-district and inter-province
migration within the Mekong Delta, as well as
international migration.

Within the Mekong Delta, the development
of industrial parks, as well as the growing lo-
cal service sector generated by urbanization,

both counteract long-distance migration. In
Binh Dai district in particular, the development
of Ben Tre province towards the East with a
focus on developing industries — especial-
ly related to the sea and energy infrastruc-
tures — addresses the issue of migration by
providing local employment that is less di-
rectly dependent on natural resources. But
even though industrial parks and local urban
centers might seem disconnected from their
natural environment and exempt from vulne-
rability to environmental changes when com-
pared to agriculture, they remain located in an
area affected by subsidence and sea level rise,
and therefore potentially exposed to submer-
sion in the long run. For instance, the indus-
trial park of Giao Long, in Chau Thanh district,
next to Binh Dai district suffered severe floods
at the end of May 2022. The long-term sustai-
nability of this transition needs to be conside-
red in order to optimize the use of investment.

Building protective infrastructure

To reduce exposure and vulnerability to sub-
mersion, flood, salinization and erosion, one of
the main strategies implemented consists in
building protective public infrastructure such
as dikes, dams and sluicegates. Infrastruc-
ture can significantly reduce exposure, but a
zero-percent risk can never be guaranteed. As
stated in Chapter 12 of the COP26 GEMMES
Viet Nam project report, “adaptation resources
have mainly been spent on large-scale hard in-
frastructure, which is often designed without
full recognition of the systemic nature of the
risks and uncertainties associated with fu-
ture climate change. [..] Some infrastructure
is still necessary, but some may also increase
existing risks or create new ones” [ Espagne
et al, 2021, p.556]. Issues of dysfunction or
coordination between different equipment



@ Clara Jullien

and localities might reduce its efficiency. This
is particularly the case in Long Dinh commune
studied in Binh Dai district, where the sluice-
gates along the Mekong River have failed
since their construction, and proven useless
in limiting salt intrusion [ Figure 2/7.3].

Consequently, on a much smaller scale and
in a more rudimentary way, households in
this commune implement similar mitigation
via infrastructure on their plots of land, using
handmade “sluicegates”. In fact, water mana-
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[ Figure 2/7.3] Failing public sluicegate
in Long Dinh commune, Binh Dai district,
Ben Tre province

Photo credit: ©Clara Jullien - 01/04/2022

gement in general generates a large range of
coping mechanisms to maintain farming and
aquaculture activities, including collecting
rain water for personal consumption, stocking
fresh water from the river dam during rainy
season, purifying water extracted from the
canals, or, in last resort, buying water at a
very high price. On that point, we again refer
to Focus 6 of this report and Chapter 11 of
the COP26 GEMMES Viet Nam project report
of 2021, on the impact of the Ba Lai dam
[Espagne et al,, 2021 ].
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Relocation procedures

In addition to infrastructure, relocation has
proved effective in reducing exposure to ha-
zards. As pointed out by previous research
[ Miller, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2017; Chun, 2015;
Dun, 2011; Warner et al., 2010 ], the social and
economic consequences of relocation must
be considered to obtain a full picture of the out-
come resulting from relocation procedures.
Furthermore, a case encountered during field-
work in Binh Dai district highlights the need for
the timeframe of relocation procedures to be
coordinated with local planning. In Vang Quoi
Dong, one interviewee reported having been
relocated twice. First, some 10 years ago
because erosion was threatening his house,
and then a second time some three years ago
when construction of the local dike began on
the plot of land where he had been relocated.
Aged in his fifties, this man was taking care of
his mother and working as hired worker har-
vesting coconuts, while his wife and children
were working in Ho Chi Minh City. At the time of
the first relocation, he was thinking of buying
the plot of land that had been allocated to him
for 20 years. Instead he was relocated back to
the shore, where erosion is still affecting hou-
sing. The mismatch between relocation plan-
ning and dike planning made it impossible for
this household to make future plans. As they
do not own any farming land, insufficient lo-
cal income sources led most members of this
household to migrate to Ho Chi Minh City. This
situation caused the household to split up, in
order to combine both caring for the older ge-
neration and seeking an income.

The different categories of adaptation strate-
gies are shown in Figure 2/7.5.

2.3 Migration and vulnerability,
the limits to adaptation

Multidimensional vulnerability
at destination

Migration might appear to migrants themsel-
ves and their relatives as a solution to escape
insecurity, including exposure to environmen-
tal conditions. However, low-skilled migrants
with limited economic and social capital are
likely to face multidimensional vulnerability
in the city as well, at legal, economic, social
and environmental levels. They encounter
harsh working conditions in urban areas and
industrial parks, such as short-term working
contracts, verbal-agreement jobs, difficult
labor tasks, long work schedules and extra
shifts. The cost of renting accommodation,
plus the costs of living, can contribute to re-
lative financial vulnerability. This can lead to
precarious housing conditions in urban areas,
that migrants nonetheless put up with in or-
der to save as much money as possible. The
savings are often sent back to their relatives
in their hometown, and — in some cases — the
distance can lead to social isolation in the city.
People who might have benefitted from pu-
blic social and financial aid in their hometown
(through poor people status, loans, cattle or
loving homes) can find themselves helpless
without this support.

This vulnerability was particularly visible du-
ring 2021, notably during the lockdown, with
massive dismissals in the industrial sector
and constraints in the informal sector im-
posed by social distancing measures. In Sep-
tember 2021, after the reopening of Ho Chi
Minh City, we observed chaotic flows of mi-
grants returning to their hometowns, unem-
ployed and having depleted their savings.
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[Figure 2/7.4] A house built by a migrant couple in their forties in Vinh Loi commune, Thanh Tri
district, Soc Trang province, using the savings from their work in a factory in Dong Nai province,
and borrowed money from relatives. The house is complete, but the couple plans to continue
migrating for few more years to pay back their debt and build up a small capital, in order to open
a small business in Vinh Loi. They choose to rent out their 3,000 m? of farmland instead of

farming it as the land surface is small.
Photo credit: ©Clara Jullien - 17/06/2022

Long-term temporary migration

In addition, the land market in urban areas,
in particular Ho Chi Minh City, makes it very
challenging for most workers to access land
ownership in the city. In that context, migrants
often intend to return to their hometown la-
ter in life, sometimes after decades, notably
at retirement age [Figure 2/7.4]. A common

pattern seems to be to migrate at a young age
until their physical condition no longer meets
the requirements for working in the city. This
particularly applies to the industrial and the
construction sectors, which chiefly employ
young people. In fact, in many cases, migra-
tion should be interpreted as a long-term tem-
porary move rather than a permanent one. In
expectation of their return —and as a safety
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net — rural migrants keep their land in their
hometown. The land is often maintained and
cultivated by other family members in their
absence. In many cases, the land will only be
transmitted once the young members who
migrated come back to the hometown. The
plan is for them to resettle on their plot of land
and to cultivate it at least for their own food
supply. However, complications may interfere
with this plan in the near future. The potential
problem of decreased farm land area men-
tioned earlier could lead to a lack of land to
come back to. At the same time, the impacts

[ Figure 2/7.5]

of environmental change may alter the condi-
tions of the land and make it unsuitable for
farming. Therefore, land availability and en-
vironmental change call the durability of this
fallback solution into question, and make the
effectiveness of these adaptation strategies
uncertain. These changes in environmental
conditions could contribute to redefining mi-
gration timelines and inter-generational rela-
tionships.

The key points of this analysis are summa-
rized in the following figure [ Figure 2/7.5:

Out-migration from the Mekong Delta as a response to direct and indirect impacts

of environmental and socio-economic changes
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3. Conclusion and
recommendations

Inthe context of Southern Viet Nam, rural-to-ur-
ban migration and environmental change are
two concomitant dynamics, with one main
intersection point being the mutation of the
farming sector in the Mekong Delta. While cli-
mate change puts increasing pressure on the
Delta’s conditions for agriculture, social trans-
formations and modern economic orienta-
tions lead the rural population towards urban
areas and industrial zones. These migrations
may take place over relatively long distances
to reach Ho Chi Minh City, Binh Duong pro-
vince or Dong Nai province. They may also
simply cover a few kilometers, to join the
closest industrial park or food processing fac-
tory. Young migrants today have a wider range
of choices compared to their parents, who
might have migrated 20 or 30 years ago. But
they are also left with dilemmas, with one foot
in the city and one foot in their hometown.
They aspire to achieve a different lifestyle
and embrace a certain vision of modernity in
contrast with their rural origins, but above all
they seek stability and financial security when
the local agriculture sector is seen as insuf-
ficient. Fieldwork reveals how standards are
changing, in particular in terms of education,
which contributes to younger generations tur-
ning their backs on farming. However, it also
reveals insecurity and financial hardship for
some of the households relying on agriculture
as their main source of income in the Mekong
Delta. The factors behind these economic dif-
ficulties are various; among them, changing
environmental conditions are making adap-
tations a necessity. For households who can
rely on financial and social capital alongside
technical knowledge, these changes might be
relatively easy to implement, and could even-
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tually lead to significant increases in earnings
—in some cases of conversion to shrimp far-
ming, for example. But for others, the uncer-
tainty generated by environmental change
adds to uncertainty on the agriculture market.
Migration can be interpreted as an attempt
to cope with and reduce this uncertainty. The
fleldwork studies conducted in both the Me-
kong Delta and Ho Chi Minh City shed light on
both sides of migration, from the departure
area to the destination area. Several critical
points stand out, where uncertainty may turn
into insecurity:

1] First, there is a need to raise awareness
among farmers concerning the possible envi-
ronmental scenarios for the Mekong Delta in
the medium- or long-term future. Indeed, one
major source of uncertainty is linked to the
confrontation of the temporality of climate
change with the temporality of the migration
decision-making process. The migration de-
cision is made within a projected timeframe
of a few years to several decades (when plan-
ning to resettle back in the hometown for reti-
rement). However, the evolution of climate in
the hometown does not seem to be taken into
consideration by migrants or their families in
that timeframe. The changes observed in the
environment through their impacts on har-
vests (loss of harvests due to drought or flood,
salinization and alum saturation of water) are
not necessarily perceived as a long-term and
inexorable phenomenon. Instead, adaptations
are implemented locally on a short-term ba-
sis, by households with limited resources.
Therefore, communication on climate change
aimed at the local population must clarify the
different timelines of environmental changes
—and of the adaptations implemented — in
order for households to be able to construct
informed adaptation strategies, whether they
involve migration or not.
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2] Second, as it is already being implemented,
itis necessary to continue promoting the deve-
lopment of alternative sectors of employment
and professional training within the Mekong
Delta, in parallel to the agriculture and aqua-
culture sectors (see development plans of the
Mekong region, and chapter 2 of the present
report). These alternative options are meant
to increase minimum incomes and employ-
ment stability. This concerns young people,
but also older generations. Indeed, in the cur-
rent situation people over 40 in rural areas of
the Mekong Delta could face difficulties in fin-
ding off-farm income sources, as the major
sectors of industry and construction are not
easily accessible to them. Therefore, the deve-
lopment of alternative sectors of employment
must be inclusive of all ages, especially since
it is becoming more challenging for younger
generations to take care of their parents after
retirement. These sectors must themselves
be protected from climate and environmental
impacts.

3] Third, it seems necessary to develop sup-
port policies targeting rural migrants from the
Mekong Delta and other regions, to ensure
safe access to jobs, housing, public schoo-
ling, public health care and social security in
Ho Chi Minh City and surrounding industrial
provinces. Since the contexts of migrations
are very diverse, some migrants may face no
difficulty at all in meeting their basic needs
in the city, especially as transportation and
residential registration conditions now faci-
litate migration. Nevertheless, capital-poor
households find themselves in critical situa-
tions in the city, working in unsafe and unfair
conditions, sheltering in insecure situations,
sometimes crippled by debts. Dedicated pu-
blic structures to accompany migration, other
than monitoring temporary residential regis-
trations, could help in preventing migrants

from entering downward spirals. The already
existing associations of people from the
same hometowns in Ho Chi Minh City could
orientate migrants towards public support
structures.

4] Fourth, livelihood support policies should
also be maintained and reinforced in rural de-
parture areas, especially targeting landless far-
mers in the Mekong Delta. Indeed, households
deprived of farm land appear to be particular-
ly vulnerable in the face of environmental and
economic shocks. Farm land can guarantee
subsistence food supply, a mortgage, loan or
legacy. Without land — or if the area of land is
critically small — households are more sensi-
tive to any changes, as they rely on hired work.

5] Finally, in connection to the topic of land,
relocation planning must prioritize access to
job and social networks, while ensuring cohe-
rence with other long-term planning. It must
grant access to a suitable job market for relo-
cated people, and prevent mismatch between
job offers and job demand for the relocated
population. In addition, relocation procedures
should pay careful attention to preserving the
social networks of relocated populations, as
they play a key part in household strategies
to rebuild livelihoods, reestablish balance and
achieve a sense of belonging in the relocation
site. Such considerations should help prevent
the departure of relocated people, either by re-
turning to their location of origin or migrating
elsewhere.

As of today, the link between climate change
and migration is still difficult to identify clear-
ly, as it is enmeshed with other economic and
social transformations. Nevertheless, with the
projected increase in the impacts of climate
change on the Mekong Delta, the farming
sector, and the direct safety of the Delta’s in-
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habitants, the environment is likely to play a temporary and permanent migrations) is cru-

growing role in migration decisions. There- cial in ensuring successful adaptations that
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