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Executive summary 

This document reports on an evaluation of "Shelter and 
Environmental Improvement for the Urban Poor", an IDRC-supported 
research project carried out between June, 1993, and August, 
1996, under the direction of Professor Dang To Tuan, Rector of 
the Hanoi Architecture Institute, Vietnam. In addition to the 
research team of the Hanoi Architecture Institute, the project 
involved the collaboration of researchers from three other 
Vietnamese institutions involved in housing and urbanization 
research: the Institute of Sociology of the National Centre for 
Social Sciences of Vietnam; the Architecture University of Ho Chi 
Minh city; and the National Institute for Urban and Rural 
Planning of Vietnam's Ministry of Construction. The research 
project was assisted by Canadian project advisors organized 
through the Institut d'urbanisme of the Universite de Montreal. 

The principal emphasis of this evaluation has been on 
examining the project outputs, using the project objectives as 
stated in the revised project proposal {January 1993) as the 
principal point of reference for evaluating outputs with regard 
to housing, urbanization and social policy trends in Vietnam. It 
was found that there was a wide range of quality in project 
outputs among the four sub-project research teams, with many 
important innovations but also a number of missed opportunities 
for the advancement of thinking with regard to housing for the 
urban poor in Vietnam. In many respects, the research raised 
more questions than it answered, an observation which is more 
indicative of the preliminary nature of this work in the 
Vietnamese context than of the intrinsic quality of the research 
itself. 

In addition to the focus on substantive output, the 
evaluation also looked at institutional and administrative 
issues, paying particular attention to the problems and 
opportunities related to the collaborative nature of the project. 
The project was seen to be as innovative for its emphasis upon 
fostering cooperative working relationships between Vietnamese 
research institutions as it was for its substantive focus. 
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1. Context of the Project 

This research project was started in 1993 as a means of 
building capacity for multi-disciplinary applied research on 
housing and urbanization in Vietnam. The focus on shelter and 
environmental conditions of the urban poor was specifically 
chosen to respond to the rapidly changing socio-economic and 
environmental circumstances in the major cities of Vietnam today. 
Due to the lack of pre-existing information on the shelter needs 
and conditions of the urban poor in Vietnam, it was felt that 
there was a need for both a more detailed understanding of urban 
poverty and for increased institutional capacity in support of 
innovative policy responses. 

This research was conceived within the broader context of an 
ongoing debate over the potential for growing social polarization 
resulting from the introduction of a socialist market economy in 
Vietnam since the late 1980s. The consequences of policies in 
support of the accelerated development of a market economy have 
been both rapid economic growth and increased social dislocation. 
In particular, state subsidies for many social welfare programs 
have been greatly reduced, and the allocation of many social 
goods, including housing, has been shifted from the state to the 
market economy. Vietnamese policy-makers in a number of fields 
related to social welfare are therefore now confronted with the 
need to develop innovative approaches for dealing with the 
negative social impacts of economic reforms. 

This project is intended to be in support of these efforts. 
The emphasis of the work was therefore on innovation in the field 
of housing and environmental upgrading tor the urban poor. To 
this end, the project was designed to bring together four 
different research and educational institutions within Vietnam so 
as to encourage the interdisciplinary exchange of ideas regarding 
urban poverty and policy responses. In this respect, the project 
was itself highly innovative in that it created a framework for 
interaction between institutions which in formal terms had never 
previously worked together. The project began with a baseline 
study of the urban poor and their environmental circumstances 
carried out in both Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh city by the Institute 
of Sociology of the National Centre for Social Sciences of 
Vietnam (Sub-project 1). The results of this study were then 
used as the basis for further research and design studies by 
teams from the Hanoi Architecture Institute and the Architecture 
University of Ho Chi Minh City (Sub-projects 2 and 3), as well as 
a national-level study of potential policy options undertaken by 
the National Institute for Urban and Rural Planning of Vietnam's 
Ministry of Construction (Sub-project 4). Advisory support was 
provided to the project by a team of Canadian social scientists 
organized through the Institut d'urbanisme of the Universite de 
Montreal. 
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2. Objectives of the Evaluation 

Under the Terms of Reference for this evaluation, the basis 
for the substantive assessment of the project is derived 
principally from the project objectives, as given in the project 
proposal (revised version, January, 1993). In this proposal, six 
project objectives were stated: 

1. Urban Poverty: to produce baseline data on the extent 
and character of poverty in Vietnam's two largest cities, 
focusing on living conditions of poor households and the social, 
physical and environmental barriers to their efforts of self
improvement. 

2. Improving Housing in Hanoi: to develop and test 
organizational and design responses which·will improve the living 
conditions of the urban poor through enabling modest and 
practical self-help housing investments in both the very old 
housing stock as well as new construction. 

3. Slum Upgrading in Ho Chi Minh city: to develop a set of 
integrated economic, technical and social procedures responding 
to the shelter and environmental needs of slum dwellers, helping 
them to prioritize their needs and providing administrative and 
technical advice to support installation of basic sanitary 
systems. 

4. Policies Affecting Housing for the Urban Poor: to 
identify emerging practices for financing and construction of 
housing for the urban poor, and identify the need for new state 
and local policies, regulations and institutions supporting basic 
shelter and services, enabling the best application of limited 
capital, land and humn resources. 

These first four objectives are, respectively, the general 
objectives of each of the four sub-projects; the extent to which 
each of these objectives is attained is directly related to the 
activities and results of each of the sub-projects. Therefore, 
for the purposes of this evaluation, these objectives and their 
corresponding results will be considered in the context of each 
of the sub-projects (Parts 3- 6 of this report). In addition, 
the project proposal listed two further project objectives: 

5. Upgrading of Research Skills: to provide intensive 
background training for Vietnamese researchers in human 
settlements theories and practice of other developing countries, 
especially in Southeast Asia, and to transfer methodological and 
analytical skills in the social sciences. 

6. Overview of Concepts and Applications: to critically 
review the lessons gained through the research and training in 
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this project and evaluate the applicability of key concepts in 
urbanization theory and policy development to the situation of 
Vietnam. 

It is noteworthy that in the Draft Summary Report presented 
at the final workshop {Hanoi, August 1996}, these last two 
objectives had essentially been subsumed under a single 
objective, stated as follows: 

* Training Objective: although it is an indirect 
objective, it is very important to enhance knowledge and 
experience of lecturers and researchers in the field of housing 
for the poor. Further, it is necessary to transfer the obtained 
results of the project to the practice, for cities to solve their 
problems of urban housing and environment. 

These objectives and their related results will be 
considered in this report in the context of cross-cutting issues 
{Part 7}. In addition to these stated objectives, it is apparent 
from discussions with project participants that there were two 
further implicit goals of the project which relate to this last 
objective. The first of these is referred to in the Terms of 
Reference for this evaluation as an "institutional" objective and 
may be stated as follows {evaluator's wording}: 

* Institutional Objective: to facilitate and enhance the 
cooperative interaction between Vietnamese training and research 
institutions in the field of human settlements, particularly with 
regard to housing and urban planning. 

This applies foremost to the four i~stitutions which were 
directly engaged in the research; it is not limited to these 
institutions, however, as the scope of activities specifically 
encouraged interaction with other agencies {particularly 
governmental} which are also involved in this field. Related to 
both this institutional objective and to the previous "training 
objective" as stated in the draft final report, it can be said 
that there was a further implicit objective with regard to the 
further development of the field of human settlements planning in 
Vietnam. For want of a better term, this may be considered to be 
the project's "intellectual objective". This may be stated 
briefly as follows {evaluator's wording}: 

* Intellectual Objective: to further the advancement of 
the field of urban planning in Vietnam by encouraging the, 
development of an interdisciplinary approach to the problems of 
housing and urbanization. 

This second implicit objective has relevance to the 
application of theory and research methods to the context of 
Vietnam, as well as important implications for curriculum 
development and the practice of human settlements planning. 
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While recogn1z1ng that this is indeed a long-term objective which 
goes significantly beyond the scope of this project, it is 
nonetheless worthwhile to state it explicitly and to consider the 
extent to which this project has made advancements in this 
direction. These final two implicit objectives of the project 
will also be considered in the context of cross-cutting issues 
(Part 7). 

The Terms of Reference for this evaluation also request the 
assessment of "administrative aspects" of the project, that is, 
to "assess the design and implementation of the project and to 
provide recommendations to the Centre regarding the development 
and administration of future collaborative research projects in 
Vietnam." This is covered in Parts 8 and 9 of this report. 

Further information on the background and activities of each 
of the participating institutions, as well as comments on the 
state of the project at an interim point (July, 1994), are given 
in a report on preliminary evaluation visit, which is included as 
an appendix to this evaluation report. 
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3. Sub-project No.1: Urban Poverty and Housing Conditions in 
Vietnam (Institute of Sociology of the National Centre for Social 
sciences of Vietnam - ISNCSS) 

* Objective of Sub-project: to produce baseline data on the 
extent and character of poverty in Vietnam's two largest cities, 
focusing on living conditions of poor households and the social, 
physical and environmental barriers to their efforts of self
improvement. 

This sub-project was carried out in Hanoi by the Institute 
of Sociology of NCSS and in Ho Chi Minh City by the Institute of 
Social Sciences in HCMC (ISSHO), a subsidiary institute of NCSS. 
The main task of the sub-project consisted of designing, 
implementing and analyzing a survey of the urban poor and their 
living conditions. The intent was to not only document current 
conditions, but to establish a methodology which could be 
returned to for future surveys in order to accumulate usable 
longitudinal data. 

* Urban Poverty in Hanoi. In the case of Hanoi, the 
researchers interviewed 669 households in .five wards of the city, 
totalling approximately 4% of the total population of these 
wards. The wards were selected to be representative of different 
environmental zones of the city, with two wards in the old 
commercial core of the city (in Hoan Kiem District), one in a 
rapidly growing area to the southwest of the. central city (in 
Dong Da District), one at a location closer in to the city centre 
(in Hai Ba Trung District), but which had until recently been 
only sparsely settled due to swampy conditions, and one on the 
periphery of the built-up city (in Ba Dinh District), which is 
made up of five older villages which have quickly been densifying 
in recent years. The three wards outside of Hoan Kiem District 
are notable in that they are all known anecdotally to be the home 
of significant numbers of illegal occupants, many of whom are 
recent in-migrants to the city. The selection of the respondents 
within these wards was based on official lists kept by local 
administrators and police, with households selected according to 
their apparent economic conditions. 

Analysis of survey results was undertaken according to a 
number of basic demographic characteristics (income, age, 
household composition, education levels, migration, etc.) as well 
as characteristics of the physical environment, with a view 
toward developing a complete profile of the socio-economic and 
living conditions of the urban poor in Hanoi. In comparison to 
general characteristics of urban poverty in other societies, most 
of the findings are not all that surprising, with respondents 
having lower education levels, poorer physical environments, 
poorer health conditions, a greater proportion of the elderly, 
higher levels of indebtedness and a greater number of single-
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parent households than the general population of Hanoi. 

Of particular interest from the perspective of the social 
polarization debate were the data collected on the changing 
circumstances of the urban poor. Of the households surveyed, 
researchers found that by and large the poor saw themselves as 
having undergone no improvement (22.0% of respondents) or 
noticeable decline (54.9%) in their circumstances over the past 
five years. The reasons for this derived largely from job loss 
due to dismantling of enterprises, retirement due to age and poor 
health leading to job loss. In consideration of the point made 
in the final report that local authorities have placed a greater 
emphasis upon maintaining social order in these wards than on 
promoting a secure social safety net, these findings clearly have 
useful and important implications for urban social policy. In 
terms of analysis of expenditures by poor households, researchers 
found that after food (household nutrition was seen as "adequate 
but unstable" and in need of improvement), paying school fees was 
the greatest concern for households with small children. This 
again indicates that the circumstances of the poor are greatly 
affected by declining access to urban social services. 

Another valuable implication of the research is that it 
sought to illustrate the interrelationship between poverty and 
environmental conditions. The survey analysis described a 
cyclical relationship, with the poor living in poorly serviced 
and often highly degraded environments, leading to poor health 
conditions which in turn undermine the potential for 
employability and improved livelihood. The implication for 
policy is that increased attention to residential environmental 
conditions can have a positive effect upon economic conditions 
for the most disadvantaged proportions of urban society, a point 
which the final report states is not clearly understood by policy 
makers. 

Beyond these very useful findings, the research did have a 
number of shortcomings, derived primarily from methodological 
limitations. Pre-selection of households according to poverty 
means that the research is not able to describe the relative 
proportions of the poor within Hanoi overall, other than by 
reference to district-wide statistics on household income. The 
portrayal of poverty from this study is therefore given in 
isolation from a broader understanding of living conditions in 
the city overall. Hence the reader of the final report has no 
sense of the degree of exceptionality of the conditions of the 
poor relative to what might be considered as standard or typical 
for Hanoian society. 

The exclusive focus on the poor also means that the study is 
not able to fully examine the question of social polarization. 
Although the findings showed how the economic and living 
conditions of the poor have been in decline in recent years and 

7 



that much of this decline has been due to the roll-back in urban 
services, pre-selection of the sample according to current 
conditions of poverty means that those components of urban 
society who have been able to benefit from Hanoi's changing 
circumstances were excluded from the study. The essential issues 
in the polarization debate are whether or not the opportunities 
opened up by Vietnamese economic reforms have been sufficient to 
offset the loss of the social safety net which has resulted from 
the withdrawal of state subsidies, and whether or not the 
benefits of reforms have been distributed equitably. In order to 
understand this, research much be designed to examine whether or 
not such opportunities and benefits are reaching the lower strata 
of Vietnamese society. By preselecting respondents according to 
current circumstances of poverty, this issue cannot be addressed, 
as any household which has succeeded in rising up out of poverty 
in recent years is necessarily excluded from the sample. 
Therefore, there is still a great need for further research on 
the poor within the context of urban socio-economic change, with 
implications for a different methodological approach than what 
was taken here. Admittedly, a full exposition of the 
polarization question is beyond the scope of this particular 
project. If the intention is to truly set up a methodology which 
is useful for longitudinal studies of changing socio-economic 
patterns in the city, it will be necessary to expand the focus of 
the research beyond merely the poor themselves. 

A further crucial shortcoming is derived from sampling based 
upon official lists of residents, a constraint arising from the 
circumstances of carrying out social science research in Vietnam 
at present. Reliance on official lists means the exclusion of 
unregistered residents, thereby resulting in the under
representation of recent in-migrants living in the study sites. 
That this has occurred is readily apparent from the anecdotal 
descriptions of the five study sites, which emphasize the high 
levels of recent migrants, especially in the peripheral sites but 
also in the inner city locations (such as those people who "took 
shelter ••• under the railway fly-over in the ward ••• or ••• on 
sidewalks and corners of streets"), in comparison with the survey 
data that showed 63% of respondents were born in Hanoi and the 
remainder migrated either before 1955 (18.9%), between 1955 and 
1965 (7.7%) or between 1966 and 1975 (5.1%). The implication of 
this for a research project aimed at delineating the living 
circumstances of the urban poor is that study is not able to 
fully articulate such potentially crucial issues as the illegal 
occupation of land, the rise of the private rental sector, the 
extent of homelessness (i.e. street-sleeping) or residents in 
temporary make-shift shelters. Again, this implies the need for 
further research using different methodologies. 

Beyond these methodological limitations, there is also an 
analytical shortcoming arising from the tendency to aggregate 
data for much of the analysis. Clearly there is a wide range of 
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environmental conditions found in the five wards which were 
selected for sampling. An examination of the interactions 
between socio-economic characteristics and these specific 
environments {i.e. a spatially-based analysis) may have brought 
out issues which would have been of value for understanding the 
social impacts of current urban development patterns. The one 
finding which was articulated in spatial terms - that the inner 
city poor {in Hoan Kiem and Dong Da Districts) were very poor and 
consisted largely of elderly or single person households, in 
contrast to the poor on the urban periphery {in Hai Ba Trung and 
Ba Dinh Districts), who are "less poor" and who tend to be 
younger couples with more children - indicates the value of such 
an analysis, as it implies that both social service planning as 
well as residential design issues may differ greatly from place 
to place within the city. 

* Urban Poverty in Ho Chi Minh City~ Although the scope of 
the research carried out in Ho Chi Minh city was essentially the 
same as that in Hanoi, there were nonetheless a number of notable 
differences. Sample selection again began with the idea of 
differentiating between different environmental zones within the 
city. In this case, however, the researchers grouped their sites 
within three "district clusters", consisting of A) inner city 
districts (Districts 1, 2 and 3), B) northern peripheral 
districts (Binh Thanh and Phu Nhuan Districts), which are 
characterized by much lower population densities and higher 
proportions of agricultural lands, and C) and southern peripheral 
districts (Districts 4 and 8}, which include quite a bit of low
lying, swampy land. Within each district, a ward was selected 
based upon discussions with local authorities about where poor 
households are concentrated. Within each of these selected wards 
(seven in total), specific streets or housing clusters were · 
identified as places of concentration of the urban poor, and 
these clusters were surveyed. In total, 747 households were 
surveyed: 238 in district cluster A, 151 in district cluster B 
and 358 in district cluster c. 

In comparison to the sampling process in Hanoi, this 
resulted in the greater inclusion of recent migrants in the 
sample. It was found, for example, that recent migrants are more 
strongly attracted to inner city districts than to the more 
peripheral sites. Although nearly one fifth of all the 
households surveyed did not have proper household registration, 
it is still likely that many of the poor were missed by this 
sampling technique as this technique still requires that 
respondents have fixed addresses. 

Throughout the HCMC study, analysis of survey results was 
undertaken according to the three district clusters. This 
generated a number of observations about differences in the 
nature of poverty between these three broad zones in the city, 
giving a more detailed understanding of the range of conditions 
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in the city. For example, it was found that in the inner city 
districts there is a very wide distribution of household incomes 
among the poor, with many extremely poor households as well as 
many who are on the upper margin of what is considered poor. 
This is in contrast to the greater homogeneity of income levels 
among the poor in the two peripheral district clusters. 

Among those households whose economic circumstances had been 
improving in recent years, significant differences in the reasons 
for improvement were found between the three district clusters. 
Households in the inner city are more likely to draw upon support 
from relatives, while those in the peripheral zones emphasized 
the increased income generating role of elder children as being 
.the most decisive factor. Access to government credit schemes 
was also seen to have a greater influence in the southern 
peripheral district cluster, as this is where state poverty 
alleviation and relief activities have been focused. It was also 
found that there are distinct concentrations of migrants 
according to place of origin in the three district clusters, 
implying the existence of social support networks for recent 
migrants which encourage them to concentrate where they do. 

The HCMC study also placed a strong emphasis upon the 
informal sector of the economy as a source of livelihood for the 
urban poor. This led to a more detailed spatial analysis in the 
study, with attention given to issues such as the relationship 
between workplace location and residence and the role of 
itinerant employment among the poor. It was also pointed out 
that the flexibility of employment in the informal sector is 
often looked upon by the poor to be a practical advantage, 
although it is the flip-side of the unstable nature of informal 
sector work and income. Insights such as this could prove very 
valuable in the design of livelihood improvement programs for 
those urban poor who have been working in the informal sector. 

Coordination of research design between the Hanoi and Ho Chi 
Minh city studies proved to be very helpful in articulating the 
differences between the two cities with regard to the changing 
circumstances of the poor. For example, it was found that a 
greater proportion of respondents in HCMC saw their living 
circumstances to be unchanged or improving in the past few years 
(60% in HCMC as compared to 45% in Hanoi), which is probably 
reflective of the different economic climates in the two cities. 
There were also major differences in the nature of household 

·indebtedness among the poor in the two cities. Although a 
greater proportion of the households in HCMC are in debt (60.5%, 
as compared to 48.5% in Hanoi), borrowing of money for investment 
in business expansion is common in HCMC (a reason given by 39.8 
of borrowers in HCMC), while it is insignificant in Hanoi. 
Notable also is that borrowers in HCMC generally turn to 
professional lenders (57% of borrowers) or other formal credit 
channels (24.3%), such as state schemes, while borrowers in Hanoi 
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rely upon relatives (58.7%), friends (28.6%) or neighbours 
{25.1%) when they need to borrow money. Observations such as 
these reveal how the socio-economic context of poverty is quite 
different in Ho Chi Minh City than in Hanoi, a city whose market 
economy is much less institutionally developed. 

In summary, the basic goals of this sub-project have been 
met, as quite a bit of useful analysis has been generated 
concerning the nature of urban poverty in Vietnam. The outcome 
of this work should prove to be very valuable as an input into 
social services and housing policy deliberations at both local 
and national government levels. Already this potential is 
apparent from the use of the data and analysis of this sub
project by the other sub-project teams, in particular with regard 
to the definition of urban poverty by the research team of Sub
project 4. Whether or not this work will provide the appropriate 
basis upon which future longitudinal studies can be built remains 
to be seen. Certainly this project is significant and path
breaking because of the lack of previous studies. However, the 
two methodological limitations pointed out above - the 
abstraction of poverty out of the context of urban socio-economic 
change in general and the inability to fully capture the impacts 
of in-migrants - imply that a more comprehensive study of urban 
poverty would prove to be more advantageous as the basis for 
longitudinal analysis. 
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4. Sub-project No.2: Improvement of New and Existing Housing 
for the Poor in Hanoi (Hanoi Architectural Institute - HAI) 

* Objective of Sub-project: to develop and test organizational 
and design responses which will improve the living conditions of 
the urban poor through enabling modest and practical self-help 
housing investments in both the very old housing stock as well as 
new construction. 

Although it is perhaps an obvious point, it should be 
stated, first of all, that the work carried out by HAI was highly 
coloured by an architectural perspective - i.e. the fundamental 
idea that even such an intrinsically socio-economic problem as 
urban poverty can be meaningfully addressed through interventions 
in physical design and planning. This perspective, which is 
arguably paradigmatic to the field of architecture in general 
(and not unique to Vietnam) is inherently limiting in that it 
ultimately leads only to a narrow range of policy approaches. 
(Alternatively, one could also interpret this as a situation 
where the architecturally oriented planners of HAI fully 
understand the nature of their profession and have therefore kept 
their work to within the limits of this perspective, seeing this 
as their field's particular contribution to dealing with a 
recognizably complex problem.) This perspective is expressed, 
for example, by the introductory statement of the final report 
which states that the solution to the problem of housing for the 
poor should consist of two approaches, the upgrading of existing 
housing and the construction of new housing. Although there is 
certainly a recognition that housing for the poor is linked to 
socio-economic issues, the full implica~ions of this point do not 
greatly effect the sub-project's recommendations for policy 
intervention. 

Nonetheless, while working within the limits of this 
perspective, the outputs of this sub-project represent 
significant advances in the field of urban housing in Hanoi. The 
group took at the outset a definition of the scope of their work 
to be not just the housing needs of the "poor", whom they saw as 
comprising less than 5% of the city's population, but more 
broadly the needs of the "low income" population, who make up 
more than half of the city. They were therefore able to address 
a number of pressing issues confronting the city's housing 
situation, such as the commercialization of existing state 
housing and the renovation of dilapidated inner city buildings, 
which do not necessarily have a direct effect upon the housing of 
the poorest segment of the city's population. In summary, the 
overall focus of their work was on the buildings which comprise 
the city's existing and potential housing stock, rather than upon 
the populations who reside in them - an approach which is 
certainly appropriate under current circumstances. 
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The work consisted of survey and reconnaissance of a number 
of case studies of housing types in various parts of the city -
which proved useful for interpreting and concretizing the 
statistical findings of the sociological studies from Sub-project 
No. 1 - followed by a series of design solutions and related 
studies. The final report (at the time of the final project 
workshop in August 1996), consists of an analysis of Hanoi's 
housing and environmental conditions which draws heavily upon the 
work of Sub-project 1, as well as from other sources which were 
more sharply focused on the city's environmental conditions, 
followed by a summary of design studies and policy 
recommendations. This summary report is supplemented by a series 
of final reports on the individual studies. 

In general, these studies seemed intended to address the 
particular needs of existing or proposed programs of agencies of 
the city government which are involved in housing, indicating a 
strong desire to make the work policy-relevant and to use the 
occasion of the research as an opportunity to establish or 
strengthen working relationships with policy-making and 
implementing bodies of the government. In light of this, the 
methodological issue stressed by the Canadian advisors, that 
there is a great need to be clear and precise in making the 
analytical connection between empirical observation and policy 
recommendations - while certainly of importance to the 
development of the field in the long run - may be a bit premature 
and overly pedantic at present. Specific areas of study and 
potential intervention which were considered-by the HAI group are 
as follows: 

* Charitable housing. Although the research team does not 
appear to have undertaken detailed study of this issue, the final 
report stressed the need to maintain subsidies or to develop 
methods for charity-based housing provision for certain 
recognized target groups among the poor, such as war invalids, 
the elderly and orphans. The importance of this must be seen in 
light of the transition to a market economy and the consequent 
reduction of subsidies in many aspects of Vietnamese life. 
Significantly, this was not presented as merely being a 
responsibility of the government, but rather deriving from the 
potential growth for charitable donations throughout Vietnamese 
society. 

* Street children and homeless labourers. Related to this 
first point, there was also mention of the growing problem of 
homelessness and pavement dwelling. Again, this was not an issue 
which appeared to have been studied in detail; the significance 
lies in the relationship between the perceived growth of this as 
a social phenomenon and concern that support for charitable 
approaches to deal with it will be insufficient in the future. 

* Squatter settlements. This was an area which received a 
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considerable amount of attention in terms of empirical study, as 
surveys were carried out in a selection of "venturous hamlets", 
notably in Thanh Nhan Ward and Trung Liet Ward of Hai Ba Trung 
District - sites which are notably close in to the central city. 
Unfortunately, the final report seems fairly dismissive of these 
settlements, adopting a negative tone in its description of these 
as places of serious social ills and sources of extreme 
environmental degradation. Nonetheless, it appears that the 
process of undertaking these studies did have some positive 
outcomes, particularly with regard to the researchers' 
understanding of the intimate relationship between housing 
location and livelihood, the overlapping use of space for 
residential and income generation uses within the household, and 
the gradual nature of self-help construction - important points 
which are significantly highlighted in the group's design 
guidelines for low income housing. 

* Sites and services programs. Although not mentioned 
using this terminology, the idea of instituting sites and 
services approaches to solving the problem of housing was dealt 
with both by this group and in the policy work of Sub-project No. 
4. The HAI group suggested that the most appropriate venue for 
this sort of approach would be through state agencies or 
companies who would provide serviced plots for self-help 
construction by their lowest income workers, presumably therefore 
allowing for a variety of locations and sizes of project sites. 
It is in the context of this policy suggestion that we should 
consider the significance of the group's design guidelines 
(discussed below). 

* Renovation of inner city buildings. The bulk of design 
studies for the renovation of existing inner city housing 
concentrated on the "tube-houses" of the ancient quarter, an area 
which in recent times has received a great deal of attention by 
both foreign and local scholars, due to its historic importance. 
In this way, the HAI group could be said to be building upon past 
work in undertaking these design studies. The studies themselves 
consisted of architectural plans for renovation of the existing 
buildings which would upgrade the physical and infrastructural 
conditions while minimizing displacement of existing residents. 

While criticism could be made that this is comparatively an 
expensive means for improving the low-cost housing stock in the 
city, and that the residents are not necessarily among the 
poorest in the city, the fact that this part of the city has 
received so much attention as a district for historic 
conservation suggests that these studies could be of great value 
for the future development of the area. The fact that the 
studies took the retention of the existing residents as an 
initial premise shows a strong social commitment on the part of 
the researchers, as there is a great likelihood that many 
residents would be displaced as this area becomes upgraded in the 
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future. The HAI researchers are quite cognizant of this issue, 
and indeed understand the policy importance of flexibility and 
compromise in the context of market forces, as is evident from 
their discussion of the renovation of "villa" housing in the 
newer French-era parts of the city. In this case, it was 
recognized that displacements of residents would need to occur 
(as is current policy) in order for these historic buildings to 
be converted to use as high cost residential, embassy or office 
space, but that this process would create a pool of funding which 
could be utilized for upgrading of other less valuable buildings 
in the historic city. 

A further significant aspect of this study, in relation to 
the growing market in urban space, was the attempt made through 
one of these renovation studies to examine the potential for 
utilizing a "land-sharing" arrangement for financing 
redevelopment while not displacing current residents - a land 
redevelopment method which has been pioneered in Bangkok. 
Although this issue does not appear explicitly in any of the 
(English language) material on the project, it is a point which 
was stressed in discussions with members of the HAI research 
group. Of significance in this regard is the understanding on 
the part of the researchers that successful implementation of 
this approach is based as much or more on institutional and 
administrative aspects (regarding, in particular, land ownership 
arrangements and negotiation processes between residents and 
developers) than on physical design approaches. 

* Renovation of state sector apartments. The value of 
these studies lies in the current policy emphasis on 
"commercializing" or privatizing existing state housing stocks -
that is, the sale of existing rental housing units to residents. 
This applies primarily to the ring of "Soviet-style" five-storey 
walk-up apartment blocks on the southern and western edges of 
Hanoi. Under past and current conditions of low-rent policies, 
income generated by these buildings has been insufficient even 
for basic building maintenance, resulting in the deterioration of 
many of these buildings and their surroundings. The 
privatization policy faces problems of not only effective demand 
by the residents of the buildings (i.e. how much they are willing 
or able to pay, after decades of low rent), as well as the 
marketability of the existing stock. It is this second issue 
that these studies attempt to address. 

Many of the buildings were initially constructed (in the 
1960s and 70s) with very low space standards and with many shared 
or communal facilities, such as toilets and kitchens. The design 
studies carried out by HAI therefore examine ways of renovating 
and expanding the units (and doing away with the shared 
facilities) while utilizing the existing structures to the 
fullest extent possible and thereby minimizing redevelopment 
costs. The intention is to turn the existing units into low-cost 
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apartments which will be attractive to buyers. By working 
together with the city's Land and Housing Bureau, which 
administers these buildings, the studies of the HAI group will 
most likely have a great influence on the redevelopment of these 
neighbourhoods. In this regard, not only the design studies, but 
the preliminary survey work of existing conditions could prove to 
be of great practical value. 

One critical comment is that the designs for redevelopment 
proposed here in every case necessitate the removal of the 
sometimes extensive self-help structures which have been added to 
the buildings over time. In many cases, particularly at ground 
level, these are solid, well-built additions; redevelopment would 
in the short-term mean the removal of good quality built space. 
Incorporating the better quality self-built additions would 
require more detailed design studies and might in the long-run 
result in higher redevelopment costs, but ·it is not necessarily 
an option which should be dismissed at the outset. A second 
criticism {in the context of this project's goals} is that again 
this is not reaching the poorest segments of the city's 
population, but rather the lowest paid government employees (i.e. 
those who are resident in these buildings}. Nonetheless, from 
the point of view of seriously improving the physical quality of 
the city's housing stock, particularly at the lowest end, this 
study has the potential to be highly influential. 

* Design studies. In addition to these designs for 
redevelopment, this sub-project also included a series of design 
studies for new construction, which were presented as a "house 
type catalogue" for the poor. This was intended to test the 
recommendations of the design standards which were presented by 
the group {see below}, but in comparison to other parts of their 
work, this is certainly much less innovative. It is arguable, 
also, whether the building types presented here would 
significantly address the housing needs of the poor in Hanoi in 
future decades. What is significant here, however, is the extent 
to which the catalogue draws upon the experience with low-cost 
housing design in other Southeast Asian countries. overall, this 
could be seen as having a certain amount of pedagogic value as it 
encourages the comparative study of housing design in countries 
which have faced similar problems. 

* Design standards and construction guidelines. Again, 
this is an aspect of the work of the sub-project which may seem 
at first to have little practical value for addressing the 
housing needs of the city's poor, as we may presume that the 
majority of the poor will continue over the near future to find 
accommodations through essentially unregulated informal means. 
In comparison to regulatory standards elsewhere in the region, 
the general intentions of these guidelines are significant in the 
attention that they draw to such issues as the necessity of 
considering space for home-based production and for incorporating 
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means for self-help construction. By building upon existing 
regulatory standards, the HAI group is hoping to establish an 
institutionally acceptable framework for progressive, user-based 
standards of hosing construction. Potentially the greatest value 
of this sort of approach would be in the context of new sites
and-services type projects, which Vietnamese municipal 
governments are now beginning to consider (an initial project is 
already under way in Ho Chi Minh City, for example). Again, it 
is arguable whether this approach would necessarily address the 
needs of the poorest of the city's residents, although it could 
prove useful for the future development of the city's housing 
stock and more broadly for neighbourhood residential 
environments. 

* Materials research. Based on the history of materials 
research as a means to improve the provision of low-cost urban 
housing, it is questionable whether this work will really have 
much influence. Nonetheless, the premise of this work is to 
advance the knowledge of small-scale, locally-based materials 
production which could be applicable for good quality self-help 
housing production, an approach which is consonant with user
based housing approaches such as sites-and-services projects. 
Experience has shown also that there is often a significant gap 
between materials research and the creation of an institutional 
framework for disseminating the information or for distributing 
(through a market or administratively) the construction 
materials. This is an issue which apparently has not been 
addressed in the work here, although presumably it would arise in 
further studies. 

Despite concerns about the inherent limitations of this sub
project's basic approach, it is apparent that much of the output 
is of high practical value and that the basic objectives of the 
sub-project have been met. The collaborative relationships which 
were established with municipal agencies involved in housing (as 
for example was the case with the Land and Housing Bureau) 
indicate that the output of this work will continue to have 
further influence on the improvement of the low-cost housing 
stock in Hanoi. In this sense, the work of the project has a 
certain degree of sustainability beyond the life of the project 
itself. 
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s. Sub-project No.3: Slum Upgrading in Ho Chi Minh City 
(Architecture University of Ho Chi Minh City - AUHCMC} 

* Objective of Sub-project: to develop a set of integrated 
economic, technical and social procedures responding to the 
shelter and environmental needs of slum dwellers, helping them to 
prioritize their needs and providing administrative and technical 
advice to support installation of basic sanitary systems. 

Due to the sharply different developmental experiences of 
the two cities since the 1950s, there are now a number of 
distinct and important differences between Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh 
City with regard to housing stock and the residential environment 
of the poor. In particular, Ho Chi Minh City has: a much lower 
proportion of state sector housing; a longer history of squatter 
settlement, with many of the slum houses along the city's canals 
having become quite consolidated over the decades; a large 
proportion of the city's population (perhaps as many as aoo,ooo 
residents) who were relocated out of the city immediately 
following the cessation of the war in 1975 - many of whom have 
since been returning to the city; in general a more dispersed 
settlement pattern; considerably higher rates of both foreign 
investment and domestic economic growth in recent years, 
indicating a more advanced market economy; and presumably also 
important administrative differences arising from both the 
different political histories of the two cities and the basic 
fact that Ho Chi Minh City is located at a significant distance 
from the seat of the national government. 

These physical, demographic, economic and administrative 
differences imply that local policy responses in the related 
areas of housing development, urbanization and social welfare 
will be markedly different as well. This is reflected in the 
manner in which this sub-project's basic objectives were 
articulated in comparison to those of Sub-project 2. Notably, 
this sub-project specifically targets the city's slum areas 
(which in practice resulted in a strong emphasis upon the canal 
housing) and emphasizes a broader environmental perspective in 
contrast to the "housing stock" orientation of Sub-project 2. 
Notable also is the emphasis upon creating a cooperative working 
relationship with the slum dwellers themselves, implying at the 
outset the need to consider a variety of alternative means for 
engaging popular involvement in dealing with the problems of 
shelter and environment for the poor. It is in light of this 
aspect of the sub-project's objectives that the output has been 
disappointing. 

* Policy outputs. As was also the case with Sub-project 2, 
the work of this group consisted primarily of a number of field 
studies (although approached less systematically than the case 
studies of the Hanoi group, and without reference to the inputs 
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from Sub-project No. 1), followed by a series of policy 
recommendations. The final report of the AUHCMC group also 
consists of a short summary report followed by supplementary 
reports; unlike the case with the output of Sub-project 2, these 
supplementary reports were a compilation of intermediary reports 
which had been produced over the course of the project, rather 
than final reports on studies which had been ongoing throughout. 
Final output also includes a video report on conditions along the 
Nhieu Loc - Thi Nghe Canals, which was produced in the final 
weeks before the last workshop. 

Once again, the general criticism of a lack of analytical 
connection between the empirical study and policy recommendations 
also applies here, although in contrast to the policy output of 
the Hanoi group, there seems to have been little effort to 
consider alternative approaches to ongoing government policies. 
In the case of the Hanoi group it can be argued that the 
empirical investigations had a clear (if not direct) influence on 
the policy considerations of the researchers in that they 
developed a number of innovative policy suggestions which relate 
to the conditions which they observed in the field studies; 
however, this does not appear to be the case here. 

The most significant shortcoming in this regard is in terms 
of the potentially important question of the capacity for self
help or community-based in situ upgrading processes as 
alternatives to government-led slum clearance operations. Since 
the beginning of the project, this issue had ·been strongly 
encouraged as an important-research focus; it was a central theme 
of the preliminary study tour of Southeast Asia, it was 
emphasized by both the Univ~rsity of Montreal advisors and by the 
work of a visiting student group from the University of British 
Columbia, and it is an issue which was referred to a number of 
times in the supplementary reports of the researchers. Yet in 
the policy recommendations of the group, on-site upgrading is 
only mentioned in the context of slum areas which cannot 
immediately be dispersed, and the value of self-help methods is 
mentioned only in reference to new housing construction on 
peripheral urban sites (i.e. sites and services). In neither 
case is any detailed consideration given to the technical or 
administrative implications of these approaches. 

The point here is not that either self-help or community
based upgrading processes should be taken as a panacea to the 
problems of urban slums, but rather that there is already an 
established body of material on these issues elsewhere in 
Southeast Asia which argues for their consideration as 
potentially useful techniques to address the shelter and 
environmental problems of the urban poor. By choosing not to 
seriously examine these issues, the Ho Chi Minh city research 
group has unfortunately passed up an opportunity to promote what 
might be appropriate and socially progressive methods of urban 
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improvement. 

It can be argued that the principle explanation for this 
shortcoming lies in the potential political sensitivity of this 
issue, as promoting community-based upgrading approaches might be 
construed as being contrary to the state's interests. Yet 
consideration and discussion of these points could readily be 
couched in terms of Vietnam's long-standing and politically 
acceptable tradition of local self reliance and community 
cooperation. Furthermore, the work of the UBC group and others 
(including the sub-project's supplementary reports) has shown 
that there are already a number of community-based techniques in 
practice at local administrative levels (i.e. ward and below) 
which could be studied and addressed by policy. It is also 
noteworthy that the work of the Hanoi group, particularly with 
regard to standards and materials, specifically encouraged 
community and household-based interventions. 

Internationally, interest in self-help and community 
upgrading techniques has also been supported on financial grounds 
as a means to mobilize community resources when local governments 
have insufficient funds to intervene directly in upgrading or 
redevelopment. The findings reported in the supplementary report 
by Professor Dao (from 1995), which indicate a substantial 
shortfall between the cost estimates for the city government's 
plans for slum removal and the total financing available at that 
time, therefore provide a further rationale for consideration of 
community "enabling" alternatives. Accepting the AUHCMC group's 
evident decision to stay within the -slum removal paradigm of 
municipal government policy, there are still areas for further 
exploration and study which are revealed by these findings (in 
particular the need for developing innovative financing 
techniques) which apparently were not considered in depth by the 
researchers. The unfortunate consequence of this situation is 
that as the government's slum clearance program is accelerated 
over the next few years, there is a strong likelihood that 
ongoing financial constraints will result in lower compensation 
levels being available to existing residents - a situation 
implied, for example, in the supplementary reports by Professors 
Lien and Cuong - with clear implications for the social equity 
impacts of the policy. 

In summary, it is worthwhile to again make the comparison 
between the output of the AUHCMC group and that of the HAI 
researchers. In contrast to the general orientation of the Hanoi 
group's recommendations, which are geared toward addressing 
problems of low cost housing within the context of a growing 
market economy, it is surprising that the recommendations of the 
Ho Chi Minh City group concentrate on promoting the continuation 
and expansion of state intervention as the most appropriate means 
for residential and environmental improvement for the urban poor. 
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* Field studies. If, as has been mentioned before, an 
important objective in promoting this research is to improve the 
quality of the analytical connection between empirical study and 
policy recommendation, we should look carefully at the empirical 
work of this sub-project to see how it has had an influence on 
the group's policy orientation. In general, the field research 
which is reported on in the supplementary reports appears to be 
somewhat haphazard, apparently having evolved opportunistically 
rather than from a systematic analysis of ·housing and 
environmental conditions in the city (in this regard, greater 
attention to the findings of Sub-project 1 would have been 
helpful}. Nonetheless, these studies do draw out a number of 
interesting points, particularly with regard to residential 
displacement, compensation and relocation housing costs. 

The supplementary studies include an overview of slum 
conditions and policies by Tran Ngoc Phuong of the city's 
Department of Land and Housing, who apparently has a close 
working relationship with members of the team. This was followed 
by a overview of general conditions throughout the city by Prof. 
Dao. To summarize these papers, one could say that the focus of 
government policy is the complete dispersal or rebuilding of all 
slums in the city, beginning with those houses along the canals. 
Existing residents are to be compensated according to a basic 
schedule, with those who can afford it relocated to new apartment 
blocks on-site or nearby (with internal cross-subsidies so that 
market rate lower-storey apartments cover some of the costs of 
discounted apartments on upper floors); those whose compensation 
is insufficient moved to peripheral sites (in either lower 
quality apartments or sites and services projects, which are just 
now being implemented as pilot projects}; and those who lack 
formal household registration (hokau} in the city sent back to 
the countryside or relocated to new economic zones away from the 
city. The consideration of slum upgrading which would keep 
residents on site with minimal disruption is seen merely as a 
temporary measure, to improve basic conditions only until such 
time as those slums can be rebuilt. 

In addition to these overview papers, the supplementary 
studies also report on upgrading and redevelopment processes at 
three sites in the city, in Districts 4, 8 and 5. The paper on 
District 4 focuses on the previously well-documented case of Hiep 
Thanh, a demonstration project of community upgrading which was 
set up in the early 1990s by individuals from the Department of 
Land and Housing with advisors and funding from ESCAP and the 
Asian Coalition for Housing Rights, an NGO umbrella organization 
based in Bangkok. The AUHCMC study details many of the successes 
of the Hiep Thanh project, although it emphasizes that this 
approach is "not for long-term planning". What is a bit 
surprising about this documentation is that it does not mention 
that the Hiep Thanh project was closed down and cleared in 1993 
(a point made in supplementary material at the end of the 

21 



report), a situation which certainly illustrates the short-term 
destiny of this approach in Ho Chi Minh City today. In contrast 
to the community upgrading approach, this study also presents two 
proposals for completely rebuilding the area, both of which would 
require much higher levels of investment, and would result in 
large numbers of displacements. 

The paper on District 8 presents the overall conditions in 
the district and reviews the findings of the survey work carried 
out with the students from UBC (whose own report is also included 
among the supplementary materials}. In addition to this work
which examines community upgrading potential through an analysis 
of residents• current conditions and future aspirations - the 
AUHCMC paper also presents alternatives for redevelopment in the 
area, with proposals for canal-side clearance and four-storey 
apartment buildings for relocation housing. 

The third "case study" paper examines the Xom Cai relocation 
housing project in a ward in District 5, an area of the city 
dominated by the ethnic Chinese. The value of this paper is that 
it shows the diversity of compensation levels in practice and the 
advantage of having internal cross-subsidies in new housing 
projects. The most successful aspect of the project itself -
that most residents were able to be maintained on-site - arises 
from the relatively high income levels of the residents in this 
ward, which meant that the majority could afford the 40-50% 
downpayment for the new flats. No assessment was given as to how 
typical this situation is in other parts of the city which are 
facing redevelopment. 

The final research paper among the supplementary studies is 
an assessment of before and after conditions for residents in 
three new apartment buildings, including the Xom cai apartments 
in District 5. The major strength of this report is that it 
presents factual information on the insufficiency of current 
compensation rates for displaced residents. 

Overall, the case studies undertaken by Sub-project 3 could 
have been improved by a more thorough consideration of the 
diversity of conditions in Ho Chi Minh City for housing the urban 
poor. Greater attention to the findings of Sub-project 1 would 
have been helpful in this regard; adopting a methodology which 
emphasizes the articulation of housing typologies - an idea which 
had been encouraged early on by the Canadian advisor to the group 
- could also have been beneficial. With regard to the connection 
between the detailed studies and the summary report, it also 
appears that the most significant findings of the studies -
regarding the financial incapacity of the government to fully 
implement its policies - has largely been disregarded. In short, 
this sub-project's objective of furthering the integration 
between economic, technical and social procedures which would 
assist the city's slum dwellers has not been met. 
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6. Sub-project No.4: Policies Affecting Housing and Land Use 
for the Urban Poor (National Institute for Urban and Rural 
Planning - NIURP) 

* Objective of Sub-project: to identify emerging practices for 
financing and construction of housing for the urban poor, and 
identify the need for new state and local policies, regulations 
and institutions supporting basic shelter and services, enabling 
the best application of limited capital, land and human 
resources. 

The researchers of Sub-project 4 have approached the task of 
developing policy suggestions for housing the urban poor with 
respect to two different national policy objectives. The first 
of these, arising from the report of the VIIIth Party Congress, 
is the national program to "abolish hunger and alleviate 
poverty". This policy approach is very much a re-assertion of 
the social welfare concerns of the socialist state in the context 
of the polarization which has accompanied the advent of the 
market economy. As this is a nation-wide program, it is unclear 
to what extent this would specifically target urban poverty. 
Nonetheless, in terms of setting the general policy context 
toward the poor, this policy places an emphasis on having a 
strong social safety net (for example, the most recent aspect of 
implementation - the creation of a national bank for the poor -
was set up with an initial capital of VND 500 billion) • 

The other general policy is specifically with regard to 
housing and is typically described as the "state and people 
working together" in order to create or improve housing 
conditions. The core concept of this policy is that the 
introduction of a market economy necessitates the commodification 
of housing and the removal of subsidies, which in turn requires 
the mobilization of new (non-state) resources in order to solve 
the problem of housing. Under this rubric, there are already a 
number of programs under way, from the granting of autonomy to 
state agencies to construct housing for their employees, to new 
savings schemes and gradual payment plans for housing finance, to 
the state provision of serviced plots (sites and services) for 
the private construction of new houses. overall, this policy 
approach nonetheless re-asserts the central role of the state in 
the provision of housing, in contrast to the greater "civil 
society" orientation of "enablement" which is being promoted in 
other countries of the region. 

By bringing together these two policy directives in the 
consideration of policy toward housing for the urban poor, the 
researchers of NIURP must find a careful balance between the 
subsidy reduction focus of the "state and people working 
together" and the safety net maintenance goal of "abolish hunger 
and alleviate poverty". To this end, the objectives of the sub-

23 



project are to address policies for housing the urban poor with 
respect to five areas of concern: the definition of urban 
poverty; housing finance; land use planning; infrastructure 
upgrading; and institutional development at national and local 
levels. 

* Definition of urban poverty. Despite the emphasis on 
needing to deal with the loss of subsidy for housing in Vietnam, 
there are still a number of groups whose housing needs will 
continue to be supported by the state. These "policy favoured" 
groups include many whose lives were adversely affected by the 
war -wounded veterans, families of war dead, "heroic mothers", 
and others who are designated as people of revolutionary merit. 
Furthermore, many of the staff of state agencies and, in 
particular, members of the military will continue to receive 
housing as an in-kind component of their pay. In short, we can 
see that there will continue to be a strong policy basis for the 
maintenance of some housing subsidies, or in some cases for the 
internalization of subsidies within agencies of the state. 
Nonetheless, it is also clear that the growing market allocation 
of housing will exclude many of the poorest urban residents who 
do not have access to one or another forms of subsidy. The 
definition of poverty in this context is therefore a means of 
determining who will be eligible to receive public welfare 
subsidies. 

The researchers have laid out a number of criteria for this 
determination, primary among these being household income level. 
In recognition of the point reiterated by the reports of Sub
project 1, that income alone is insufficient to describe the 
housing and environmental circumstances of the poor, the policy 
recommendations also set forth a number of criteria based upon 
physical living conditions. The major distinction arising from 
this is between the "absolute poor" and the "relative poor". The 
relative poor will be able to access various funding sources for 
housing - with support going directly to improving physical 
living conditions - while the absolute poor will be dealt with 
through the more highly subsidized national program to abolish 
hunger and alleviate poverty. For the absolute poor, the focus 
of policy spending will not be on housing improvement, but on 
livelihood improvement, in the interest of reducing long-term 
dependency on state subsidies. 

A notable aspect of these categories is the relative 
exclusion of rural-urban migrants - these are the people who were 
referred to in workshop presentations as the "illegal poor", due 
to their lack of proper household registration, in contrast to 
the "legal poor" whose household registration papers allow them 
to reside in the city. A criterion suggested by the NIURP 
recommendations is a five year residency requirement before these 
migrants can be accepted for consideration in the category of 
absolute poor (assuming they qualify by income criteria). {A 
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suggestion from the AUHCMC researchers was for a three year 
residency requirement before migrants could access state 
programs, suggesting that this is an area of policy which is 
still open for discussion.) 

* Housing finance. Housing finance is understood to be the 
key issue in dealing with the reduction of state subsidies for 
housing. Materials presented by the Sub-project consisted of a 
brief overview of the range of programs which are being tried or 
considered in Vietnam - such as gradual payment plans, lending 
schemes and policies for new rental housing construction - but 
with no analysis of feasibility or limitations of these programs, 
and without sufficient explanation of the overall institutional 
context within which these programs are situated. A listing of 
potential sources of finance for housing was also given, with 
these sources (land taxes, privatized rental housing, bank 
savings, charitable contributions, etc.) to be utilized in 
setting up provincially based funds for housing development. 
These funds are intended to be used in building housing for those 
who qualify as the "relative poor", or low income populations. 
This list of potential sources of housing finance raises many 
interesting questions, regarding, for example, the relative 
potential of different sources, how these sources might differ 
from province to province {a regional equity issue), and the 
institutional structures for the administration of different 
sources. These issues were not pursued by the researchers, 
however. The question of how thoroughly examined these issues 
are in the broader context of Vietnamese policy development is 
unclear from the material which was presented here. 

* Land use planning. Consideration was given to the spatial 
development implications of housing the urban poor through the 
practice of land use planning. It was clearly emphasized that 
the avoidance of spatial segregation by income class is a central 
precept of Vietnamese urban planning; there is great concern for 
this, in particular, as class segregation is perceived to be a 
direct outcome of the more developed market economies of cities 
in other countries of the region. The idea of designating 
locations for low-cost housing was dealt with at three levels of 
scale by the NIURP team: 1) at the regional scale as a component 
of a satellite town planning scheme which is meant to redirect 
migrant flows from the countryside; 2) at the metropolitan scale 
in the form of reserved peripheral lands for sites and services 
development projects; and 3) at the neighbourhood scale, with 
smaller, inner block parcels designated for lower income 
households, in contrast to the more costly "main street" 
locations. 

From the information presented in the project, it did not 
appear that these land use studies had gone beyond the abstract 
"drawing board" phase to consider issues of implementation, for 
example with regard to the attractiveness of the satellite town 
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approach in the context of an open labour market, or the problem 
of "filtering" of well-located sites in the context of an open 
land market. In each of these three areas, there is already an 
extensive body of literature which deals with the experiences of 
planners in other countries, pointing out the possibilities and 
limitations involved in each approach. If land use planning is 
to be seriously applied as a tool to deal with the problems of 
housing for the poor and urban social segregation, further work 
in this area could benefit greatly from more extensive exposure 
to other countries' experiences. 

* Infrastructure upgrading. The work of the sub-project 
also recognized the importance of infrastructure as a determinant 
of both housing costs and environmental conditions at the 
neighbourhood scale. The general approach advocated by the team 
is a continuation of state-led infrastructure construction for 
all collective parts of infrastructure systems, with household 
capital contributions to cover the costs of individual 
connections. There did not seem to be any consideration of 
community-based approaches to infrastructure provision, an 
approach which has been advocated internationally in recent 
years. The idea of self-help at the household level was brought 
out with respect to housing construction, however, an emphasis 
which is in accordance with both the construction materials and 
standards work of Sub-project No. 2 and the sites and services 
land use planning studies of this sub-project. 

* Institutional development. The recommendations of the 
sub-project also include the establishment of an administrative 
system for overseeing urban housing development. With respect to 
the highly decentralized nature of the Vietnamese administrative 
system, this system is seen as being primarily organized at the 
provincial level, with the major mechanism for implementation and 
coordination being at the level of the urban ward. The principal 
tasks of this system will be with regard to the administration of 
housing funds (at the provincial level) and survey, "inspection" 
and housing development planning work at the ward level. 
Although the system which is proposed here recognized the 
potential for wide diversity of condition at the local level, the 
more complex question of differentiation of policy in order to 
deal with local conditions was not addressed. 

In summary, the work of Sub-project No. 4 can be criticized 
on a number of points. First, it is often difficult to 
distinguish between prescriptive and descriptive aspects of the 
work, making it unclear at many points as to whether a particular 
policy approach is currently supported by the state or not. This 
may be a problem of language and presentation more than anything 
else, and will hopefully be dealt with in the development of 
further drafts of the final report. More critical, however, is 
the overall superficiality of many of the points, especially with 
regard to questions of implementation and institutional 
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responsibility. This is undeniably the most difficult aspect of 
policy studies, and certainly cannot be dealt with conclusively 
in the scope of a single study. Overall, however, the work 
presented here raised more questions than it sought to address. 
Despite this, there were a number of important advances 
demonstrated by this project, particularly with respect to the 
use of inputs from Sub-projects Nos. 1 and 2. The sub-project 
can be said to have met its basic objectives, although in a 
rather preliminary manner. Ideally, this work will be used as 
the basis for further investigations, which will deal in detail 
with the institutional and administrative aspects of the issues 
raised here. 
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7. cross-cutting Issues and Institutional objectives 

Beyond the specific research objectives of each sub-project, 
the project overall had additional objectives which applied to 
all of the sub-projects. The first two of these were articulated 
in the original project proposal as two separate objectives, 
addressing research skills and the application of concepts. Both 
objectives were essentially subsumed under a single "training 
objective" in the draft report presented at the final workshop. 
The second two cross-cutting objectives (see below) - addressing 
goals of institutional cooperation and intellectual development 
in the field of planning - are not explicitly stated in any 
project documents but rather are implicit from discussions with 
project participants, and hence are expressed in the evaluator's 
own wording. 

* Upgrading of Research Skills: to provide intensive background 
training for Vietnamese researchers in human settlements theories 
and practice of other developing countries, especially in 
Southeast Asia, and to transfer methodological and analytical 
skills in the social sciences. 

* overview of Concepts and Applications: to critically review 
the lessons gained through the research and training in this 
project and evaluate the applicability of key concepts in 
urbanization theory and policy development to the situation of 
Vietnam. 

These two objectives may be summarized under the heading of 
"idea transfer" - that is, that the project should expose 
Vietnamese researchers to concepts and skills which are 
potentially useful for their own work, and assist them in 
adapting these concepts and skills to the particular 
circumstances which they are working in. Idea transfer is a 
common goal of foreign-funded research projects in developing 
countries, and is derived from the long-standing notion that 
"technology transfer" should be an essential component of 
international development assistance. In the case of Vietnam, 
this tendency is further coloured by the feeling that, due to 
global political circumstances, Vietnamese researchers have until 
recently been isolated both from new developments in western 
social science theory as well as from relevant advancements in 
practice in other developing countries. 

It is the objective of idea transfer which underlay both the 
training and advisory work of the Canadian project advisors as 
well as the study tour by project participants to cities of other 
countries in Southeast Asia (Bangkok, Manila, Jakarta and 
Singapore). The major purpose of this trip was to expose the 
Vietnamese researchers to ideas of practice in countries with 
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similar environmental and social conditions. In particular, 
emphasis was placed on understanding urban housing problems in 
the context of a developing market economy and in relationship to 
the emergence of a more diversified civil society (as, -for 
example, with regard to the role of NGOs, or to the potential for 
new forms of organization and local level leadership), both of 
which are issues which are of growing relevance under current 
Vietnamese urban conditions. 

The concept of idea transfer embedded in these objectives is 
not only limited to the transfer of ideas from outside Vietnam to 
Vietnamese researchers, but includes the idea of transferring 
knowledge and experience from the researchers to practitioners 
and government authorities within the Vietnamese national and 
local contexts. (This goal is made explicit in the "training 
objective" of the final report which replaces and incorporates 
the two "skills and concepts" goals above;) In summary, it can 
be said that the intention is for foreign project advisors to act 
as a conduit for bringing new and innovative ideas to Vietnamese 
researchers, who then adapt them to the particular circumstances 
of Vietnam and then in turn function as conduits for bringing 
these adapted new ideas to practitioners. 

This is a more ambitious goal than it might first appear, 
largely because it assumes a high degree of openness to new ideas 
on the part of both researchers and practitioners in Vietnam. 
This assumption is borne out of the view that current practice is 
in a state of crisis in Vietnam and hence practitioners are eager 
to examine all possible responses. In all likelihood, however, 
Vietnamese and non-Vietnamese see the basic parameters of the 
crisis differently. Between Vietnamese researchers and local 
practitioners, for example, there seems to be a shared 
understanding of the constraints and opportunities of the 
Vietnamese policy context which non-Vietnamese are generally not 
privy to. 

One example - and an example which is quite central to the 
main purpose of the research - comes from the use of the term 
"enabling" by Vietnamese researchers and practitioners. This 
term is now used internationally to refer to the idea of a 
redefined role of the state in housing and development, from one 
of direct intervention to one of support of the housing and 
development activities of the various components of non-state 
civil society. Hence the concept of enablement is now seen as a 
crucial theoretical underpinning of a range of interventions in 
housing and human settlements, including popular participation, 
self-help construction, public-private partnership, and a greater 
role for community-based and non-governmental organizations. It 
is apparent from reports, discussions and workshop presentations, 
however, that the Vietnamese usage of the term refers to 
something quite different, more along the lines of an expanded 
mobilization of societal resources in support of state-led 

29 



initiatives. This observation is by no means meant as a cynical 
comment on the present state of urban housing and planning 
practice in Vietnam, but is instead an expression of the need to 
understand that the Vietnamese tend to take a very different view 
of the role of the state than do the non-Vietnamese, a view which 
is derived from the ideological and political context of Vietnam. 

This example goes beyond merely being an issue of 
terminology, since the terminology in this case deals in 
fundamental ways with the relationship between state and society; 
hence it is an issue which is central to the policy orientation 
of the research as well as crucial to the notion of idea 
transfer. In essence, these contradictory usages of the term 
"enabling" and the concept of "enablement" underlie the feeling 
on the part of the Canadian advisors that the reports of the sub
project teams are in many cases internally contradictory, since 
the reports simultaneously stress the need for enabling yet 
promote the limitation of community action to the implementation 
of state policy. This is not an outgrowth of a misunderstanding 
of terminology so much as the expression of disparate views on 
the function of the state relative to society. As this example 
illustrates, the process of adapting aspects of both theory and 
practice from one context to another - which is at the heart of 
these idea transfer goals - may result in much more than simply 
making small modifications to how ideas are applied. Instead, a 
complete reinterpretation may occur when concepts are passed 
through different cognitive lenses. 

It would be incorrect to regard the project as having been 
in attaining these "idea transfer" objectives simpl:fXinsuffi 

because the ideas are not now manifest in the Vietnamese context 
in a manner which could have been predicted at the outset. 
Because the outputs are quite different from what may have been 
implied by the inputs does not mean that the process itself was 
inadequate. In essence, the specific political-economic and 
epistemological contexts of Vietnam do not allow these objectives 
to be met in a straightforward and obvious manner. Yet within 
these tight parameters the project was undoubtedly a meaningful 
learning experience for those involved. 

* Institutional Objective: to facilitate and enhance the 
cooperative interaction between Vietnamese training and research 
institutions in the field of human settlements, particularly with 
regard to housing and urban planning. 

* Intellectual Objective: to further the advancement of the 
field of urban planning in Vietnam by encouraging the development 
of an interdisciplinary approach to the problems of housing and 
urbanization. 

These overarching institutional and intellectual goals of 
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the project are tightly intertwined, as both are oriented toward 
promoting cooperative and interdisciplinary approaches to 
problems in the fields of housing and urban planning. These are 
long-term objectives, however, which certainly go beyond the 
immediate scope of this particular project. It would be unfair, 
therefore, to assess the success of this project based upon the 
degree to which these objectives were attained. However, the 
experiences gained from this project with regard to these 
objectives could prove to be useful to future project design. 

An important issue to consider in this regard is the 
inherent disinclination for cooperation between agencies within 
the current Vietnamese bureaucratic setting. Most knowledgable 
observers agree with the view that the Vietnamese bureaucracy is 
extremely bloated with a high level of redundancy throughout, a 
situation which is typical of many socialist states. The 
negative consequences of this situation are unfortunately 
accentuated by the current economic reforms, as there is 
increasing pressure on many agencies of the state to become more 
resource independent. The outcome, therefore, is that each 
agency must struggle to assert its own legitimacy and thus its 
own uniqueness within the bureaucracy. This is a situation which 
further undermines the prospect of inter-agency cooperation. In 
this context, the attempt to foster a cooperative working 
relationship between institutions was undoubtedly the project's 
most ambitious aspect. 

Simply by opening up a dialogue between research 
institutions, the project has made great strides toward achieving 
these goals. Beyond this, it should be pointed out that 
researchers from ISNCSS are now teaching courses on research 
methods to the students of both architecture institutes on a 
regular basis. Cooperation is still limited, however, as is 
evident from the response to the suggestion that greater 
cooperation would have ensued if research teams could have 
included members from the different institutions. The 
sociologists felt that their work would have been compromised if 
they had worked directly with the architects/planners on their 
teams, and conversely, the architects/planners seemed to have no 
desire to include the sociologists directly in their work, 
instead looking to them merely as advisors to their sub-projects. 

A further institutional factor which will undoubtedly colour 
the long-term cooperative relationship between the institutes 
involved in this project is the process of restructuring now 
ongoing in Vietnamese higher education. AUHCMC is now under 
pressure to become incorporated into the National University of 
Ho Chi Minh City under the auspices of the Education Ministry. 
HAI, however, will continue to be included within the Ministry of 
Construction. The implications for the long-term financial 
situation of both of these institutes are clear and quite 
substantial. Unlike AUHCMC, which is locally oriented and highly 
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dependent upon state resources, HAI is both a nationally 
operating unit (with campuses throughout the country) and, as an 
integral component of the much wealthier ministry, more able to 
tap into research and teaching funds associated with Vietnam's 
continuing infrastructure and urban development programs. It is 
likely that the cooperative relationship between these institutes 
which was promoted by this project may become strained in the 
future due to increasing disparities between the resource bases 
of each institute. 

In addition to the cooperative relationship which was 
fostered between the four institutes involved in the research, 
the project had the further benefit of opening up channels for 
discussion and cooperation between the research institutes and 
governmental agencies involved in implementation in the fields of 
housing and urban development. Many specific instances of this 
may be noted, from the involvement of personnel from Ho Chi Minh 
City's Department of Land and Housing in the work of AUHCMC, to 
the close working relationship which developed between NIURP and 
the national level Department of Housing Management over the 
course of the project. The researchers from HAI, in particular, 
used this project as an occasion to improve their connections to 
government officials by designing the components of their sub
project to address the interests and concerns of specific local 
government agencies. Overall, the project appears to be of great 
lasting value with regard to the influence of the research teams 
on processes of implementation in the field of urban housing. 

In light of the improved cooperative relations with 
Vietnamese government agencies which grew out of this project, it 
is somewhat surprising that few efforts were made to draw 
connections between this work and the work of international 
agencies which are now working in the urban planning and housing 
fields in Vietnam. During the course of this project, for 
example, a joint project between the Asian Development Bank and 
the United Nations Development Program was undertaken to assess 
the current state of urban management and urban development 
planning in Vietnam. This project is intended to serve as a 
basis for future ADB urban sector lending as well as program 
development by UNDP in the field of urban management. It can be 
presumed that purposeful initiatives to facilitate linkages 
between the IDRC project and that of the ADB/UNDP could lead to 
synergetic and potentially valuable working relationships between 
the project institutions and these international organizations. 
Apparently, however, contacts have so far been limited to brief 
interviews of institute leaders by ADB/UNDP consultants. Because 
of the concentration of expertise among the members of the 
research teams, it is reasonable to assume that many of them will 
over time become involved in activities of these international 
agencies and others. Nonetheless, this project could have been 
more active in taking the initiative to directly promote such 
linkages. 
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a. Administrative and organizational Aspects 

The project was not just innovative in terms of the 
collaborative nature of substantive research, but also with 
regard to the organization of the project with HAI overseeing 
project administration. Although the staff of HAI has previous 
experience dealing with foreign institutions, it had never before 
administered a project which involved multiple organizations 
within Vietnam. Therefore, there was a prolonged institutional 
learning period as it was necessary for the staff of HAI to 
develop expertise in project accounting, reporting, activities 
coordination and funding disbursement. Initial problems with 
reporting and hence with disbursement of IDRC funds were seen to 
be problematic at the time of the preliminary evaluation visit 
(see appendix), but these were resolved over the course of the 
project. 

Disbursement problems were unfortunately exacerbated by the 
nature of the project schedule. Since Sub-project 1 was 
initiated nine months in advance of the other three, the delays 
in disbursement had a greater impact on the Sub-projects 2,3 and 
4, as this happened at the time of the initial start-up of these 
sub-projects. coupled with the fact that sub-project 1 also 
received the largest proportion of the funding (to cover the 
costs of their extensive survey work), this led to a sense of 
rivalry between the institutions, which was certainly counter
productive for trying to foster a collaborative working 
relationship. · 

A further constraint on the project which is related to 
project design is the limited role that .the canadian advisors 
were able to play in the implementation of the project. This was 
a direct consequence of the limited funding available to support 
the Canadian advisors, and derives from the long-standing IDRC 
policy of focusing spending on developing country institutions, 
rather than on supporting Canadian involvement. In the context 
of an innovative collaborative project such as this, however, the 
canadian advisors were inherently put in the position of being 
intermediaries between the Vietnamese institutions. It should be 
recognized that, in this instance, this is an appropriate and 
useful role for the Canadians to play. Consequently, resources 
could have been better allocated to ensure that there was 
sufficient support for direct canadian involvement. A greater 
degree of information-sharing and direct collaboration between 
the Vietnamese institutions could have been fostered by more 
extensive involvement of canadian advisors. 
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9. Recommendations 

Based upon the lessons learned from this project, a number 
of recommendations may be put forward which may be useful in the 
design of future collaborative projects in Vietnam. These may be 
considered with respect to both project design (administrative 
and organizational issues) and the substantive focus of future 
research. 

* Administrative and Organizational Issues. As a 
collaborative project between four Vietnamese partner 
institutions, this project was a new and somewhat experimental 
undertaking for both IDRC and the Vietnamese partners. With this 
in mind, the following recommendations, based upon the 
experiences of this project, can be useful for the development of 
future projects. 

1. At the outset of the project, there is a need to have a 
better assessment of the bureaucratic setting of each 
collaborating institution. If the goal is to foster a 
cooperative relationship between collaborating institutions, 
it would be helpful to have a better understanding of the 
relative strengths of the institutes, not just in terms of 
research capacity, but in terms of how each institute is 
situated in the bureaucratic structure, what resources and 
connections they can draw upon, and how they would benefit 
from collaboration. It should be seen that there is often a 
trade-off between the goal of capacity building for 
participating institutions and the goal of having an 
influence on the positive development of policy (accepting 
that these are the two overarching objectives of IDRC 
projects). Generally, the most influential institutes in 
the policy realm will tend also to have the highest capacity 
to begin with, while those most in need of capacity building 
may be the least influential. The choice of collaborative 
institutions should therefore be made with consideration for 
how institutions can complement one another in achieving 
these two goals. This requires having more information up 
front, before the commencement of the research project. 

2. Related to this first point, it is important to 
understand the role of leadership in the success of the 
project. In the Vietnamese bureaucratic context, the 
potential for inter-agency collaboration may be determined 
as much or more so by personal relations than by official 
institutional connections. This is a factor which should 
also be given careful consideration in any preliminary 
assessment of potential collaborating institutions. 

3. Specific training should be provided to participating 
institutions with regard to the management of the project. 
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This project was hampered to a degree by disbursement 
problems which were related to misunderstandings regarding 
reporting procedures. This could be avoided in the future 
by providing assistance to the lead institution at the 
outset of the project for upgrading capacity in accounting 
and project management. 

4. If IDRC is serious about the "idea transfer" aspects of 
the project (as expressed in the project objectives 5 and 6, 
above), greater emphasis should be given to promoting a 
fuller exposure to the implications of the concepts being 
promoted. This could be accomplished by: 

a) including a larger role for the Canadian 
collaborators so that foreign expertise could have a greater 
effect on the ground. Recognizing that this is an aspect of 
the funding situation, low cost solutions should be sought 
which would encourage greater continuity of involvement by 
Canadians. One such vehicle is the strategic placement of 
graduate students (with language training) within the 
research teams of collaborating institutions. 
Alternatively, collaborative arrangements should be sought 
out to increase the availability of funding for direct 
involvement by Canadian or other foreign personnel. 

b) providing funding for the translation of relevant 
English and French language materials into Vietnamese. A 
significant body of translated work would be useful not only 
for project workshops, but would also find further 
application in the ongoing work of researchers and 
educators. Efforts to encourage the broader dissemination 
of materials in Vietnam would be useful for promoting the 
level of debate and discussion which is necessary for 
adapting foreign concepts and techniques to local contexts. 

5. Efforts should be made to encourage linkages between 
projects and other foreign-funded training and research 
programs now being initiated in Vietnam. The field of urban 
planning and management in particular is now being targeted 
by the foreign donor community in Vietnam. Establishing 
collaborative working relationships between IDRC projects 
and other initiatives could have positive effects for the 
sustainability of efforts beyond the life of specific 
projects. 

* Substantive Issues. As this.evaluation has focused much 
more on the substantive outputs of the project than upon 
administrative or management issues, a number of suggestions are 
included with regard to the potential focus of future research. 
These are issues which were raised or addressed in part by the 
various components of this project. In each case, further 
research would be beneficial both for an improved understanding 
of social, economic, environmental and administrative aspects of 
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housing and urbanization in Vietnam and for the further 
development of policy appropriate to the changing context of 
Vietnamese cities. 

+ The expansion of the urban market economy (and, in 
particular, the urban land market) and its effect upon the 
spatial restructuring of urban society. Sub-project 1 
promotes an understanding of the nature of urban poverty by 
establishing baseline data for further research. In order 
for this to be fully utilized with respect to the context of 
the changing socio-economic conditions of Vietnam, it would 
be useful to develop an expanded study which would consider 
in more detail: a) the nature of poverty relative to other 
aspects of social change; and b) the changing spatial 
distribution of poverty within Vietnamese cities. 

+ The effects of rural-urban migration on the composition 
of Vietnam's urban society. Based on the work of Sub
projects 1 and 4, it is apparent that this is a potentially 
crucial issue which is as of yet not fully being addressed 
by policy. The development of a future research project 
could have an important influence in promoting the full 
discussion of the social, economic and environmental 
implications of in-migration to Vietnamese cities. 

+ The growth of rental housing within the informal or 
popular housing sector. As is evident from the work of sub
projects 1, 2 and 3, current Vietnamese housing policy is 
strongly biased toward home-ownership. A growing body of 
information from international studies, however, points to 
the importance of the role of informal sector rental 
accommodations for housing the urban poor. Further research 
on rental trends in Vietnamese cities, particularly with 
regard to rural-urban migration patterns, could prove to be 
very influential in the future development of housing policy 
beneficial to the urban poor. 

+ The sale or privatization of state housing. The 
restructuring of housing administrative systems of Eastern 
Europe, China and elsewhere is resulting in a large body of 
comparative material on the problems associated with 
privatization of existing state housing and the further 
development of housing through state agencies. These are 
issues which were addressed in various ways through the work 
of sub-projects 2,3 and 4. The development of Vietnamese 
housing policy regarding the role of the state sector could 
benefit from further research on physical design, financing 
and administrative aspects of housing development. 

+ New mechanisms for housing finance. From the work of 
sub-project 4, it is evident that a range of alternative 
mechanisms for financing housing development in Vietnam are 
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now being considered in response to the reduction in state 
subsidies for housing. Internationally, there is a wide 
range of strategies which could be drawn upon by Vietnamese 
researchers and policy makers in developing innovative 
schemes appropriate to the Vietnamese context. Further 
research can be designed to facilitate this effort. 

+ Local governance and decentralization. The view of the 
role of government which has emerged from this research is 
that local institutions (at municipal, district and ward 
levels) operate with a high degree of autonomy with regard 
to housing development and urban management. Further 
policy-oriented research on local governance, particularly 
with regard to the interactions between local agencies and 
components of civil society would be beneficial not only for 
the further development of policy but for the articulation 
of practical training programs for local officials in these 
and related fields. 
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Appendix: Report on Preliminary Evaluation Visit, July 1994 

~ Background 

The terms of the contract for project evaluation request 
that a report be filed following a preliminary visit to the 
institutions and sites of the project in Vietnam. The main 
purpose of this visit was to obtain background information on the 
project and on the participating Vietnamese institutions, and to 
discern potential problems which may arise over the course of the 
project. The final evaluation, to be undertaken at the 
completion of the project in 1996, will cover substantive, 
institutional and administrative issues. The purpose of this 
preliminary report, however, is to point out potential problems; 
the negative tone of this report should therefore not be taken to 
reflect upon the overall merits of the project. 

This report is based on interviews and site visits carried 
out in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City between July 4th and July 11th, 
1994. The report briefly reviews the ongoing or anticipated 
activities of each of the four involved Vietnamese institutions, 
and then articulates a number of areas in which problems may 
arise during the course of the project. 

~ Involved institutions 

a. Sub-project 1, Institute of Sociology (IS). 

The project of the Institute of Sociology was begun first, 
as their work on describing the conditions of the urban poor and 
their housing is intended to serve as a statistical foundation 
for the other three sub-projects. The project so far includes a 
survey of 668 hh in Hanoi (Feb 94) and around 1000 hh in HCMC 
(April 94), and coding and preliminary statistical analysis with 
SPSS for the Hanoi data; the data from HCMC are now being 
entered. In Hanoi, the project covers sites in each of the four 
districts of the city in order to cover a range of environmental 
and housing conditions. 

The IS originated in 1977 and was incorporated into the 
National Centre for the Social Sciences (NCSS) in 1983. Although 
IS researchers are very experienced in carrying out large 
surveys, because of their short institutional history, they have 
little direct experience with longitudinal studies (although in 
this past year they have re-visited work carried out in 1984). A 
specific objective of this project is to create a baseline for 
future urban poverty studies, and IS researchers are very 
interested in re-examining this work at regular (five year) 
intervals. It is unclear, however, whether the design of the 
survey explicitly incorporated ideas regarding future 
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replicability. For example, the samples which were used were not 
random; respondents were preselected according to their poverty. 
Alternatively, means of tracking specific respondents over time 
also do not seem to have been considered. Nonetheless, 
considering the dearth of information on urban poverty in 
Vietnam, this is path-breaking work. 

The questionnaire was designed after group consultation with 
the other sub-projects, but without direct input from the 
Canadians. The previous research under the UBC program (20 open
ended household interviews in Chuong Duong, along the banks of 
the river in Hanoi) was said to be a pilot study for the design 
of this much more detailed questionnaire. As for direct 
involvement of other sub-projects in carrying out the surveys, 
the people at HAI had suggested that HAI students work as 
interviewers, but IS did not adopt this suggestion, as their own 
interviewers are well trained and experienced. Although a 
potentially good learning experience, involving HAI students 
would have undermined the professionalism and the quality of the 
surveys, according to IS staff. 

IS staff were not entirely clear on how their results are to 
be incorporated into the work of the architecture universities 
(sub-projects 2 and 3), other than to say that the work of these 
groups is wholly design oriented: once the diversity of needs 
and categories is better understood (through the IS project), 
architects would presumably be in a better position to design 
housing for the urban poor and to determine the necessary levels 
of subsidy which would be needed to improve people's housing 
conditions. 

b. Sub-project 2, Hanoi Architectural Institute (HAI). 

The work of HAI is now in its initial stages. The overall 
intent is to develop new design approaches for housing the urban 
poor, and they are now in the process of selecting case studies 
on which to base their work. A number of housing types will be 
examined under the research, including multi-story solutions 
through land sharing in inner city areas; low-rise buildings 
supported by employers for employees, which emphasize efficiency 
of design; the renovation of existing public housing stock in 
order to reconfigure collective spaces; and the upgrading of 
existing buildings in the ancient quarter. Because of differing 
conditions between the two cities, HAI team members expect that 
the team at the University of Architecture of HCMC will be 
organized quite differently. 

Beyond these design issues, it is understood that the 
solution to the problem of housing the poor is based on two 
requirements: availability of land and livelihood. Regarding 
land, the value of the project is to be able to work with NIURP 
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in introducing allocations of land for the poor in the master 
plan for the city. It is assumed that the solution to the 
problem will require subsidy, from either the city government or 
overseas donors. 

The Hanoi Architectural Institute has about 4000 students in 
6 locations in Vietnam: 2600 are in Hanoi, the rest are in HCMC, 
Vung Tao and three other locations. There are 250 faculty 
members in five faculties (architecture, civil engineering, urban 
planning, urban economics and post graduate) and the staff are 
sent to the other campuses on a rotating basis. There are two 
companies (a construction company and a design company -
designing some of Vietnam's largest projects}, and three research 
centres. The prestigious name of HAI is very good for forming 
linkages to other institutes, as well as getting outside 
contracts. HAI has for many years carried out the housing 
research program of the national government, focusing on such 
issues as pre-fabrication, low-cost housing design, structures 
research, soil studies, flooding, and master plans for Quan Dong 
Da (in Hanoi) and many other cities (including Vung Tau). It has 
also won a number of international competitions in design. 
Students will be involved in research for survey work and 
preparation of presentations. Some part of the annual budget of 
HAI is always allocated to funding student projects. 

c. Sub-project 3, Architecture University of Ho Chi Minh 
City (AUHCMC). 

The initial tasks of the AUHCMC are to collect information 
on slum clearance and alternatives to slum clearance which are 
being considered by the city. For this they have contacted city 
agencies, such as the Land and Housing Service, the Construction 
Service, the City Architect's Office, and district level 
construction services, and compiled maps and photos of slum 
areas. The next step is cooperation with district governments 
for the preparation of upgrading and clearance plans - in other 
words, the project is largely conceived as adding support to the 
slum clearance and rebuilding work of the district governments in 
the city. 

There has been no previous linkage between the groups 
involved in the four sub-projects, and staff of the AUHCMC stated 
that they understood the only linkage of this project to be 
administrative, with the exception of the work of the Institute 
of Sociology, whose analysis of urban poverty will be useful to 
them as background information. The development of their sub
project, therefore, will be quite independent of either that of 
the HAI or NIURP in Hanoi. 

Funds received so far have not been adequate, but they are 
expecting US$12,000 from IDRC for the next phase of the project. 

40 



The first of these funds was to have been received by May 20th, 
but so far it has not arrived. They consider this amount of 
funding to be very small: it is an amount equivalent to their 
fees for planning a small town, but in this case the requirements 
are much more complex, requiring quite a bit of data collection 
and additional translation costs. 

There are about 2000 students at AUHCMC, who are studying in 
three course concentrations. Well over half the students are in 
the architecture course, with another large group studying 
engineering, and a group of about fifty in a fairly new course in 
urban planning. As for the project itself, a team will is to be 
organized consisting of housing and planning professionals who 
will work in coordination with local authorities. Some of the 
information which they are collecting is available for free, 
other things they must pay for. The involvement of students in 
the project will consist largely of drawing, such as in the 
compilation of maps. 

d. Sub-project 4, National Institute for Urban and Rural 
Planning (NIURP). 

NIURP's work to date includes the compilation of background 
materials on policies influencing housing and urbanization and 
the summary of relevant information from the study tour last 
fall. This compilation work is quite important for their policy 
studies, as under present conditions there are many local 
innovations in housing which are not being tracked by any other 
state agency. The project of NIURP is divided into three topics 
(and three working groups): housing finance, land-use planning 
and environmental improvement (infrastructure). Their sub
project will include limited case studies - with field trips in 
Hanoi and HCMC - although this is not central to their policy 
analysis work. The selection of cases to include in their field 
trips is now under discussion with other government agencies. 

They have not had official linkages to any of the other 
institutes within the project, but they are on good terms 
informally with other members of the group. They are 
particularly looking forward to the development of further 
linkages to other institutions because of this project. In 
particular, there has recently been established a new office of 
Housing Management (similar to Thailand's NHA) under the ministry 
of construction. NIURP sees this project as a means of 
strengthening their linkage to this new office. 

A particular concern of the staff of the NIURP is the 
potential for increasing spatial segregation by income groups as 
the gaps between rich and poor continue to widen under economic 
renovation policies. They are also very concerned with the issue 
of how people can solve their own housing problems in the context 

41 



of decreasing subsidies. For these reasons, the question of the 
specific definition of poverty is quite crucial, and they are 
critical of the idea that a single "official" poverty line may 
come to dominate policy discussions. 

The NIURP was founded in 1956 under the Ministry of 
Construction, with the task of planning for all construction 
projects of the ministry, including planning for all cities 
throughout Vietnam. The second function of NIURP is research on 
urbanization, population and environment. The research staff was 
separate from the planning staff in the past, but there is now a 
growing overlap of functions in the organization. 

~ Potential problems 

This is an extraordinarily ambitious-project, perhaps more 
so because of the institutional relationships involved than 
because of the substance of the research. Potential areas of 
conflict or difficulty which may arise over the course of the 
project include: 

+ problems of coordination between the different 
institutes, and inexperience dealing with a diversity of 
groups and a foreign donor. This may result in delays in 
reporting procedures, budgeting, disbursements, and 
organizing workshops and other meetings (as illustrated by 
current delays in funding disbursement). 

+ problems of geographical distance between Hanoi and 
HCMC. This is a problem not only with regard to the AUHCMC 
being somewhat isolated from activities in Hanoi, but also 
with the two offices of the Institute of Sociology (for 
example, data collected by the IS in HCMC are now being 
processed in Hanoi, leading to delays between coordination 
of activities between AUHCMC and IS-HCMC). 

+ contrasting views of what the basic problem is. 
There does not seem to be agreement regarding both the 
problem definition and the purposes of the research. 
Briefly characterized, two views may be discerned: those 
who see the issue as being one of broad social policy 
regarding urbanization and urban social change, and those 
who look upon it as a welfare issue or a question of state 
charity toward the poor. This may have tremendou~ 
implications for the discussion of such policy issues as the 
role of subsidy in urban housing, or the social meaning of 
self-help construction. Or alternatively, this possible 
source of tension may erupt into a very positive debate over 
the role of the state in housing - a potential learning 
experience for all involved. 
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+ contrasts between perspectives of social scientists 
and policy analysts on the one hand and that of the 
architects on the other. This is by no means a problem 
unique to Vietnam, nor only to developing countries. 
Experience shows us that the problem of urban housing is by 
no means only a design problem, nor only a social problem, 
but a complex set of issues which requires the integration 
of a number of approaches. The greatest challenge in this 
regard may be in opening the eyes of the architects to 
"self-help" construction and "popular" housing, and to help 
them to articulate a new role for design within this 
context. 

+ among the wide range of researchers involved, there 
are some who appear to hold rather limited views regarding 
such crucial issues as future urbanization trends, rural
urban migration, the meaning of poverty, the definitions of 
slums and poor quality housing, what "upgrading" can mean as 
a policy approach, and the innate differences between the 
poor of Vietnam and those of other Southeast Asian 
countries. In other words, there is a too-ready acceptance 
of what may be considered to be the "party line" regarding 
urban social issues. This is mentioned here only by way of 
observation; analysis of this situation requires us to 
remember that despite recent rapid changes public discussion 
of many issues in Vietnamese society is still quite 
restricted. People are often very careful in their choice 
of words. 

All of these problems are to be expected, and are by no 
means unique to Vietnam. It should not be expected that this 
single project will fully overcome all of these substantive and 
institutional constraints. This does not undermine the intrinsic 
value of the exercise, however. For example, it is of great 
importance for all of the institutions involved to gain 
experience in effective collaboration. In this area, they are 
effectively starting from scratch, and it should be expected that 
their first venture may not be entirely successful. It is also 
important to include people from HCMC, despite the geographic 
constraints, in order to foster linkages between the regions of 
the country. Again, the outcome of this attempt will be limited 
because the magnitude of this constraint. 

Special mention should also be made of the problem of IDRC 
disbursements. To date, the Vietnamese researchers have received 
only two thirds of the funding for the 1993 start-up period (6/93 
- 12/93), and there has been no money for sub-projects 2, 3 and 4 
for 1994. Funds which were expected in May of this year have not 
arrived. This is presumably due to reporting problems between 
the sub-projects and HAI as the project coordinator, and between 
HAI and IDRC. A fax requesting budget information from each sub
project was sent by IDRC in early June, but only received by the 

43 



sub-projects in early July. The slowdown in payments of research 
funds will undoubtedly delay the work. 

Despite the numerous obstacles which this project faces, 
there are a number of potential positive outcomes which may more 
than justify the efforts and money expended. These are: 
strengthening of research capacity in the individual institutions 
involved; creation of a basis for inter-institutional linkages; 
expansion of the potential for an advisory role to the 
government; and the significant addition to the knowledge base of 
human settlement issues and urban social trends at a crucial 
point in the development of Vietnam's cities. 
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