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A B S T R A C T

This paper examines the land grab processes dominated by a domestic state-owned enterprise in Vietnam. We
examine the case of a rubber plantation in an ethnic minority area in the Northwest of the country. In doing so,
the paper seeks to address how the Vietnamese socialist State – often considered a ‘strong state’ because it has
pursued egalitarian land distribution policies over the past three decades – proceeds with domestic land grabbing
in a context where the local people follow customary land use practices. The field research revealed the fol-
lowing. First, the Vietnamese government, while maintaining land distribution policies for its rural farming
population, has increasingly sought to bring these policies more in line with the global trend of large-scale land
acquisition at the expense of the traditional interests and livelihoods of the local population. By seeking to justify
their essentially non-egalitarian land grab processes through the policy of post-land grab ‘egalitarian land re-
distributions’ in areas with disembedded customary control, the domestic state actors deployed a cunning du-
plicity in their persistent adherence to agrarian egalitarianism. Second, with the supports from the local and
central governments, a state-owned enterprise named Vietnam Rubber Group, carved out its land grab processes
with more freedom, leverage, and power than similar firms investing abroad through land concessions. Last, the
post-land grab redistribution of land rights materializes state formation through re-territorialization of and re-
legalization within the frontier zone.

1. Introduction

In this era of the ‘global land rush,’ there has been an explosion of
scholarship on ‘transnational land deals’ or ‘global land grab.’ These
terms are generally defined as large-scale, cross-border land deals
through lease, concession, or outright purchase by transnational cor-
porations or foreign governments for diverse profit-seeking activities,
including food/non-food production, natural resource exploitation, and
speculation (Edelman et al., 2013; Zoomers, 2010). Earlier literature on
global land grabs has largely identified foreign investors as key grab-
bers in the process. Zoomers (2010) calls this the ‘foreignization of
space.’ Correspondingly, a series of studies has emphasized the roles of
‘host’ countries and other domestic actors in paving the ways for foreign

investors and transnational corporations to engage in land grabbing
(Borras and Franco, 2013; Borras et al., 2011; Deininger et al., 2011;
Kaag and Zoomers, 2014; Margulis et al., 2013; Von Braun and
Meinzen-Dick, 2009; Wolford et al., 2013). Meanwhile, there is yet
another strand of research that sheds light on the involvement of do-
mestic investors in land acquisition, including government entities
(e.g., politicians, public servants, and the military), private companies,
urban elites, traders, chiefs, smallholders, villagers, and state-owned
enterprises (SOEs) (Baird, 2014; Fairbairn, 2013; Feldman and Geisler,
2012; Lavers, 2012; Xu, 2018).1

Although the existing land grab literature has greatly enriched our
understanding of the roles of various domestic actors involved in land
deals, the transformative process of land use and control, and the
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consequences for the people and the environments affected by land
grabbing, there are also three understudied issues that this paper at-
tempts to address. First, the previous studies have not paid attention to
investigate how a socialist State – often considered a ‘strong state’ for its
pursuit of egalitarian land distribution policies – proceeds with do-
mestic land grabs in a context where local people follow customary land
use practices. Second, there have been no attempts to examine the
distinctive roles and features of an SOE investor in an agrarian land
grab project in its home country by way of comparison with the case of
SOEs investing abroad. Last, very few empirical studies have been
conducted to identify how a socialist state seeks to involve ethnic
minority populations in land deals as a way to strengthen its power over
the frontier area. The details of each issue are provided below.

First, some existing studies on land grabs have depicted the state as
either a weak, fragile, or failed entity lacking the capability to oppose
the pressure placed on it by foreign investors, or as a ‘host state’ which
facilitates land accumulation by providing financial and infrastructural
support to (trans)national corporations (Arezki et al., 2011; Deininger
et al., 2011; Gonda, 2019). States like Madagascar, Sudan, Ethiopia,
and Cambodia have been portrayed as being incapable of providing the
kind of tenure security and formal land markets that would generate
order and serve to protect their national territory (Wolford et al., 2013).
However, the arguments of a ‘weak state’ or ‘passive victims’ would lose
face in the case of Vietnam. While the countries listed above have gone
through large-scale land acquisition processes dominated by foreign
investors, Vietnam typifies a case whereby “…transnational corpora-
tions faced often insurmountable hurdles when they sought to acquire
land” (Sikor, 2012, 1091), and “…international investors searching for
land had to return home with empty hands” (ibid., 1092). In addition,
since the ‘Đổi Mới’ (i.e., economic renovation) reform was introduced
in 1986,2 the State has undertaken efforts to promote egalitarian land
distribution policies, commonly understood as the Vietnamese State’s
approach to providing ‘equal access to land for all’ based on the con-
siderations of the equitable distribution of wealth. In practice, each
household is allocated several plots in different locations, with careful
regard to land quality, irrigation conditions, location, capacity for crop
rotation, distance to plots, household size, the amount of available
household labor, and equity between households (Pham et al., 2007).
Thus, the meaning of what is ‘egalitarian’ is not limited to the equal
distribution of wealth, but also involves the idea of an ‘equitable’ dis-
tribution of benefits, whereby the long-term utility of the asset provided
for sustainable livelihoods is also taken into account. This study bases
our understanding of Vietnamese socialist egalitarianism on this per-
spective. Under the 1993 Land Law and its subsequent revisions in 2003
and 2013, the State provided land rights to every household (called the
‘Land Use Right Certificates’ (LURCs) or ‘Red Book’ in short) in ac-
cordance with the size of the family household. The Land Law also
stipulates a limit on the maximum area of agricultural land that each
household can be allocated, with the dual aims of ensuring both that
every farmer would not become landless and that the land would be
distributed widely among rural residents.

Meanwhile, the State has pursued modernization of agricultural
production as the key driver for agricultural development.3 This process
has included the state–led acquisition of a large amount of agricultural
land that is to be re-distributed to domestic investors for the expansion
of agricultural production. Based on the case study of a rubber

plantation in Northwest Vietnam, Dao (2015) points out that land grab
processes are linked to the official task of industrialization and mod-
ernization for the region, whereby the rubber plantation is deemed to
represent a key state development strategy designed to help strengthen
state sovereignty over the people. These aspects add up to an assertion
of Vietnam as a ‘strong state’ or ‘active state’ which takes strong in-
itiatives in defining and enforcing the agenda of domestic land deals.
Based on the context given above, the central question we seek to ad-
dress in this paper is to what extent the socialist state-led domestic land
grab continues to follow its egalitarian socialist principles and prac-
tices, and subsequently, through what means do such principles and
practices manifest themselves in the early phase of developing a rubber
plantation in Northwest Vietnam?

Second, while the literature has increasingly identified SOEs as key
grabbers in host countries (Baird, 2010; Bräutigam and Zhang, 2013;
Cotula et al., 2009; Global Witness, 2013; Laungaramsri, 2012; Lu,
2017; Visser and Spoor, 2011), little has been studied on the distinctive
roles and features of SOEs in their agrarian land grabbing investment in
their home country by way of comparison with the case of SOEs in-
vesting abroad. Indeed, the growing body of literature on land grabbing
tends to portray SOEs as key transnational grabbers advancing into
other countries with indirect support from their home government. For
instance, Chinese SOEs are considered as critical players in acquiring
large tracts of farmland in Africa (Bräutigam and Zhang, 2013; Cotula
et al., 2009), the Asian part of Russia (Visser and Spoor, 2011), and
Southeast Asia (SEA) (Lu, 2017). Likewise, Vietnamese SOEs are ac-
tively involved in large-scale land acquisitions in neighboring countries,
like Laos and Cambodia (Global Witness, 2013). One of these SOEs, the
Vietnam Rubber Group (VRG), has used its local subsidiary companies
to acquire vast areas of land in order to establish a large-scale rubber
plantation under the land concession contract with the governments of
Laos and Cambodia. Consequently, the land grabs for rubber plantation
conversion have turned a number of upland farmers into landless la-
borers, resulting in the loss of their traditional livelihoods (Baird, 2010;
Global Witness, 2013; Laungaramsri, 2012). However, our study ex-
amines the case of an SOE (the VRG) investing in its home country. We
compare, among other things, the land acquisition mechanisms adopted
and associated financial transactions, the post-acquisition land use
rights of local people involved in land contribution, the kind and
amount of support obtained from the Vietnamese government, and the
degree of freedom permitted in land acquisition processes between
domestic land grabs in Vietnam and transnational land grabs in Laos
and Cambodia. In doing so, we ask and seek to answer what distinctive
roles and features an SOE investor would have in undertaking a do-
mestic agrarian land grab project in its home country, and how it is
distinct from the case of SOEs investing in the host countries.

Third, while a large number of studies have discussed the goal of
domestic land grabbing in Vietnam in relation to the for-profit objec-
tives of both domestic investors and the state (Dang, 2015; Harms,
2013; Phuc et al., 2014; Ty et al., 2014), its political links to the process
of state formation is often overlooked, inter alia those related to the
frontier areas. Particularly, land acquisitions implemented in remote
areas, such as mountainous highlands, are viewed as an essential pro-
cess of state formation, where land grabs are often linked to state ter-
ritorialization and legalization as a means of monopolizing control over
both the land and the people using it (Peluso and Lund, 2011; Wolford
et al., 2013). The state commonly claims that land is their own pos-
session or rightfully theirs to dispose (Alden, 2012), while state actors
often either see indigenous people as ‘squatters’ (McGee, 2011) illegally
occupying state land or, in some cases, simply do not acknowledge any
inhabitation of land where people actually live but claim it to be ‘un-
used’ (Hall, 2011). In Northwest Vietnam, however, the State has made
efforts to involve ethnic minority populations in the frontier areas in
“market integration, replacing common property with private land use
rights, pressing shifting cultivators to become settled farmers” (Bonnin
and Turner, 2014, 321), rather than expelling them from their land or

2 The reform stressed a greater role of market mechanisms in the economy,
while still maintaining the political domination of the State and the Communist
Party (Communist Party of Vietnam, 2002; Painter, 2005).

3 In this article, ‘modernization of agricultural production’ refers to the pro-
cess of transforming agricultural production from traditional labor-intensive
agriculture to a Green Revolution technology-based one that mobilizes capital-
intensive inputs and outputs based on specialized production systems in order
to improve the efficiency, productivity, and competitiveness of the agricultural
sector and to facilitate agricultural commercialization.
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treating them as ‘anarchic settlers.’4 This aim was to ‘‘ensure that
[ethnic minorities’] economic activity was legible, taxable, assessable,
and confiscatable or, failing that, to replace it with forms of production
that were” (Scott, 2009, 5). After the introduction of the Đổi Mới, the
State designed and implemented numerous policies to promote socio-
economic development and poverty reduction among ‘backward’ ethnic
minorities in mountainous areas (Bonnin and Turner, 2012; Do et al.,
2015; Kyeyune and Turner, 2016; Michaud, 2009; Sikor, 2011;
Sowerwine, 2004). Echoing some earlier studies on the mutual linkage
between land grabbing and state territorialization/legalization (Beban
and Gorman, 2017; Dwyer, 2013; Peluso and Lund, 2011; Sikor, 2012;
Wolford et al., 2013), this study asks and examines how the socialist
state seeks to involve the ethnic minority populations under customary
land control in official land deals as a way to strengthen its power over
the frontier area.

In addressing the three issues and associated research questions
articulated above, this paper contributes to advancing our under-
standing of land grab processes and mechanisms dominated by the
socialist state and affiliated domestic SOE investors. In doing so, it
uncovers the dynamic changes in land use and control, which are ad-
versarial from the viewpoint of the most original land users. This is
done by presenting a case study of an export-oriented rubber plantation
located in a village of Dien Bien province, Northwest Vietnam. This
paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we review recent land
grab studies by conducting a systematic literature review in order to
situate domestic SOE investors in the broader land grab literature. The
third section provides an overview of the context of Vietnam, where
conjunctures of domestic SOE land grabs have emerged. The fourth
section discusses the research methods. The fifth section presents the
research findings, while the sixth section is dedicated to a discussion on
the findings. In doing so, we analyze both the roles of the domestic
actors involved and their discourses/incentives in rubber plantation, as
well as the consequences of how the land grabs affect the original
landholders. The final section concludes the paper by highlighting key
research findings and main arguments derived from them, based on
which it claims to make a novel contribution to the literature on do-
mestic land grabs.

2. Grabber identity: the positioning of domestic SOE investors

In the global land grab literature, foreign investors have largely
been identified as the key grabbers (Cotula, 2012; Edelman et al., 2013;
Zoomers, 2010). However, a growing body of reports have examined
the patterns of land grabs led by domestic actors in dealing with the
land of their national territory (Dang, 2015; Fairbairn, 2013; Hall,
2011; Harms, 2013; Lavers, 2012; Mellac, 2014). The latest figures from
the Land Matrix show that on the global scale, about 30 percent of the
total contracts signed for land are led by domestic deals (retrieved from
landmatrix.org, accessed on January 22, 2019). While several databases
have provided useful information about land grabs across the world,
helping to trigger a proliferation of studies and discussions on domestic
land grabs, debates among scholars are continuing, in part due to the
suspected validity and representativeness of the available data

(Edelman et al., 2013). The recent surge of empirical in-depth studies
has revealed the heterogeneous background and characteristics of do-
mestic investors. To properly situate domestic grabbers, like Vietna-
mese SOE investors, in the scholarly literature on land grabs, we con-
ducted a meta-study in which 204 peer-reviewed articles were selected
based on a systematic literature review.5 The criteria for case inclusion
were such that the case was published in a peer-reviewed journal, with
the paper providing concrete empirical information on the land ac-
quisition process from 2007 to 2019.6 We acknowledge that many re-
levant studies of land acquisition may use different terms, as they
would not necessarily see themselves as being part of the broader land
grab debate. Publications are excluded if they meet the following
conditions: i) the finding does not provide concrete empirical in-
formation on a specific case of acquisition, for example, overviews and
global data reports; ii) the article discusses land grabs for non-agri-
cultural purposes (e.g., urban residence, conservation, tourism, hydro-
power, subsoil resource extraction, and so on .). Based on the screening,
47 peer-reviewed articles were selected for analysis, which covered 86
cases from 26 countries (Appendix 1). The main features of the acqui-
sition dynamics related to the investor, land property, and land acqui-
sition mechanisms were identified (Fig. 1).

We found that a significantly large number of studies have been
conducted on foreign investors (61.6 percent). Private companies or
transnational corporations were most the commonly examined grab-
bers, followed by government entities (e.g., politicians, military, public
servants, and oligarchs) and foreign ‘SOEs and Sovereign Wealth Funds
(SWFs).’ There are only two cases showing the grabbers as foreign
governments (Cotula, 2012; Nolte and Voget-Kleschin, 2014).

The analysis of land property systems reveals that 69.8 percent of
the cases show acquisitions took place on state land, that 15.1 percent
are explicitly referred to as those relevant to private property, and that
8.1 percent are described as those pertaining to legal pluralism (i.e., the
coexistence of different kinds of property regimes). In addition, the
acquired land in 31.4 percent of the was designated for the production
of biofuel or industrial crops, followed by 29 percent for food crops and
8.0 percent for flex and drug crops. The acquisitions were carried out
through various mechanisms, including leases and land concession
(33.7 percent and 26.7 percent, respectively), government titling po-
licies (14.0 percent), and purchase (10.5 percent). Other mechanisms,
such as out-grower contracts, also played a role in certain land trans-
actions (5.8 percent).

Table 1 shows the distribution of investor types, which are sorted
based on the ‘investor origins’ and ‘pre-acquisition land property types’
identified in the host countries.7 We can see that the domestic actors
have the most heterogeneous background, including government enti-
ties (e.g., politicians, public servants, military, and oligarchs), private

4 In Vietnam, the State recognizes 54 distinct ethnic groups. As of 2015, the
‘majority ethnic Kinh (Việt or lowland Vietnamese) and 53 ‘ethnic minorities’
(dân tộc thiểu số) accounted for 85.3 percent and 14.7 percent of the country’s
population, respectively (CEMA, 2017). Of these, the Kinh majority has played
a ruling role in the Communist Party and State agencies and controled the
national economy. Since the Đổi Mới reform, the Vietnamese state has worked
consistently to integrate ethnic minorities into the national economy by pro-
mulgating the political ideologies of Việt Nation via the expansion of infra-
structure, the delivery of education in Vietnamese language, and economic
reorganisation through settled agriculture, the elimination of shifting cultiva-
tion, and the development of marketplace (Bonnin and Turner, 2012, 2014;
Turner, 2012).

5 We looked for cross-references among articles and conducted a keyword
search [(TITLE-ABS-KEY (“Land grab” OR “Land grabbing” OR “Land rush” OR
“Large-scale land acquisition” ) AND ALL ( “Domestic investor” OR “Foreign
investor” OR “State land” OR “Private land” OR "Communal land”)) AND
DOCTYPE (ar) AND PUBYEAR greater than 2007 AND (LIMIT-
TO (LANGUAGE, “English”))] in the Scopus database.

6 The identification of the duration, starting from 2007, is based on the ar-
gument of Edelman et al. (2013) regarding the ‘making sense period’ of land
grab literature being from 2007 to 2012. Around 2007, the media, NGOs, policy
experts, and scholars began to study land grab issues more intensively.

7 We argue that the land tenure regime of the host countries plays a critical
role in facilitating land grabs. A number of global assessments (e.g., Deininger
et al. (2011)) have highlighted that land tenure regimes are ‘enablers’ of land
grabs. Likewise, the quantitative data from various sources also suggest that
most land deals occur on stated-owned land (Cotula, 2012). The results of our
aforementioned systematic literature review of 86 in-depth case studies are
consistent with the findings discussed in the previous reports, namely, that land
grabs occurred on the state land of the host countries and/or in the countries
where the land regime retains state ownership.
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Fig. 1. Frequency distribution of land acquisition characteristics out of the 86 selected case studies. Source: Authors’ compilation from a systematic literature review.

Table 1
Investor’s origins and pre-acquisition land property types identified in host countries.

Dimension Investor’s origins

Foreign (53) Joint venture (10) Domestic (23)

Pre-acquisition land property types State land (60) 42 cases:
SOEs (5)
Private companies (34)
Diasporas (2)
Government (2)

1 case:
SOEs (1)

17 cases:
SOEs (3)
Private companies (3)
Chiefs (3)
Government entities (9)
Local landholders/villagers (3)
Traders/urban elites (3)

Customary/ legal pluralism ownership (7) 5 cases:
Private companies (5)

2 cases:
Private companies (2)

None reported

Private property land (13) 4 cases:
Private companies (4)

3 cases:
Traders/urban elites (3)
Private companies (2)

6 cases:
Government entities (2)
Local landholders/villagers (5)
Traders/urban elites (3)

Unclear (6) 2 cases:
SOEs (1)Private companies (1)

4 cases:
Private companies (4)

None reported

Note: Numbers in parentheses show how many studies are associated which each category.
Source: Authors’ compilation from a systematic literature review
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companies, urban elites, traders, chiefs, smallholders, villagers, and
SOEs. Of these, there is relatively less focus on domestic grabbers fea-
turing the privately-owned land (6 cases) than those focusing on the
state-owned land (17 cases).

The grabbers that form the focus of this study are domestic SOE
investors. In the reviewed land grab literature, there are three studies
that highlight the land acquisition process in the country maintaining
the state-owned land regime. One of these concerns Ethiopia (Lavers,
2012), while another focuses on Kenya (Smalley and Corbera, 2012). In
both cases, the authors identified significant economic driving forces
regarding the state-owned sugar companies that rested on a type of out-
grower arrangement with smallholders. They paid scant attention,
however, to other important factors, such as investors’ political or social
incentives. The transformation processes of land use and control were
not discussed thoroughly either. The last case study was carried out by
Dao (2015) on Vietnam. This study focuses on a case in which a sub-
sidiary company of the VRG, located in Son La province of Northwest
Vietnam, implemented a large-scale rubber plantation project. The
study was conducted in two new resettlement villages, which were
established after their original village was submerged and abandoned
for the construction of the Son La dam, with the rubber project con-
sidered part of rehabilitation schemes for the resettled people. The
study revealed various adverse consequences of rubber plantation land
grabs for the villagers involved in land contribution. In the resettlement
land area, a state-owned rubber company accumulated and con-
centrated much of the fertile land for the prosperity of their plantation
business. Meanwhile, the local villagers found it difficult to maintain
subsistence levels of food production, given that they were allocated
only small plots of land (about 1.0 ha per household), without any
compensation for the land loss. Other than farming, they were also
struggling with restricted local employment opportunities and tough
working conditions involving gender inequality in the new area, re-
sulting in a serious lack of food security at the community level.

While Dao’s case study represents a useful precursor through which
to reflect on the possible consequences of rubber plantations in
northern Vietnam, it focuses on the resettlement villages context where
agricultural land had already been allocated legally to the villagers
before the land acquisition took place. Since the resettlement land re-
presents a completely ‘new’ land for the settlers, there is no room for the
influence of customary land control. Hence, land boundaries across
households remain quite clear by way of their land contribution to the
rubber company. However, in most areas of rural Northwest Vietnam,
rubber trees are planted mainly in permanent villages, such as our case
study, where a large amount of hill land is often dominated by cus-
tomary land tenure systems that involve gaps, or even contradictions,
with legal land tenure systems in terms of land boundary, land use
purpose, and land access/control. This juxtaposition of different land
tenure systems could result in the loss of traditional land boundaries
and their associated topographical distinctions, hence requiring the
incorporation of a new land distribution mechanism into the set of
considerations regarding post-land grab benefit distribution and
sharing. This comprises the focal context of our study on domestic land
grabs.

Further, the results from our systematic literature review show that
no previous studies have investigated the distinctive features and roles
of SOEs investing in their home country by way of comparing them
with the case of their international land grabbing. In this paper, we
delve deeply into grabber identify by comparing the findings of our case
study on the VRG’s land grabbing in its home country, Vietnam, with
existing studies on the firm investing in host countries such as Laos and
Cambodia.

3. Background: The conjunctures of domestic land grabs in
Vietnam

3.1. The transition of land control in Vietnam: The socialist land tenure
system and the adhesion between the State and SOEs

Land represents a pillar of Vietnam’s political evolution, as well as
the socialist ideological roots of the Communist Party-State. In the es-
tablished political credo of the Communist Party, land confiscation
from colonialists for re-distribution to the tillers became one of the most
important motivations of the revolution for national independence
(Communist Party of Vietnam, 2002, 3). Following the 1954 victory
against France, the Northern Vietnamese government immediately
confiscated lands from their landlords and re-allocated them to landless
residents and peasants, a process which was conducted under the
Communist Party slogan “land to the tillers” (Người cày có ruộng) (Le
and Quang, 2014; Lentz, 2011). Since the beginning of its transforma-
tion from a centrally-planned economy to a state-led market economy
in 1986, Vietnam has consistently sought to maintain the socialist
principles of land ownership. A critical condition of Vietnam’s land
tenure regime relates to the state’s division of land rights in key cate-
gories, which are held by different entities: ownership rights belong to
the entire people, control rights are under the state, and use rights are
allocated to individuals, family households, and organizations for a
certain period of time. Hence, citizens’ land rights are viewed as being
granted by the state (Wells-Dang et al., 2015). Vietnam’s Land Law also
defines a maximum limit on the amount of agricultural land that each
household or individual can be allocated. Article 129 of the 2013 Land
Law stipulates that the allocation quotas for annual crop land must not
exceed 3 ha of land in the Southeast and Mekong Delta regions and 2 ha
for each type of land in the other regions. Furthermore, quotas for
perennial crop lands must not exceed 10 ha for each household or in-
dividual in delta areas and 30 ha in midland or mountainous areas
(National Assembly, 2013). Thus, rural Vietnam has been conditioned
by a historically constructed form of smallholder agriculture, where the
State allocates small plots of land to peasants for their long-term use for
farming. The Agricultural and Fishery Census of the General Statistics
Office (GSO) indicates that the country’s 10.3 million hectares of
agricultural land is divided into 70 million plots, cultivated by ap-
proximately 12 million households. Approximately 70 percent of the
households using agricultural production land own less than 0.5 ha
(GSO, 2016). Meanwhile, the socialist land policies have generated a
relatively limited concentration of private land ownership and foreign
investment in the agricultural land. Sikor (2012, 1077) attests to this
point by saying that, in Vietnam “…private companies and transna-
tional corporations have not been able to get much of a foot into
Vietnam’s plantation sector.”

However, the socialist egalitarian principles of small but equitable
land distribution to the peasants, as well as state restrictions regarding
foreign investment in domestic land deals, do not render impossible the
practice of large-scale land acquisition in Vietnam. There are two key
changes with the Land Law that have facilitated domestic investors to
acquire large tracks of land from smallholders. First, since the 2003
Land Law was enacted, households and individuals have gained LURCs
which could be used for capital investment, along with various asso-
ciated rights, such as lease, transfer, exchange, inheritance, mortgage,
and use as gifts, of the land (Article 106 of 2003 Land Law). Such a
provision of land rights to rural households allowed them to use their
land in order to enter into an economic relationship with private
companies or SOEs. Second, the State changed the Land Law in such a
way that permits itself to take lands from landholders and reassign
them to concerted domestic investors, such as the private companies or
SOEs involved in the agricultural production project (Article 40 of 2003
Land Law and 2013 Land Law). The State came to posit that to foster a
more rapid economic development of the nation, it is necessary to
modernize the national agricultural sector by developing large-scale
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commodity production through the adoption of advanced technologies.
However, such a policy shift could be curtailed by the vast amount of
existing rural households engaged in small-scale production being
grounded in fragmented plots of land, low yields or productivity, and
limited integration into the global market. In particular, land frag-
mentation was perceived as the key underlying obstacle that held back
the development of the agricultural sector (To et al., 2019). Therefore,
the state exerted legally binding force to help domestic investors to both
collect lands from landholders and concentrate a large area of land for
their investment in export-oriented agriculture. Accordingly, thousands
of smallholder peasants were forced to transfer their small plots of land
to the investors, while the state gained substantial revenues from land
levies and land-use charges (Dang, 2017). The conversion of agri-
cultural land into large-scale plantations and other purposes such as
industrial or residential development has been the primary cause of
most major land disputes of recent years in Vietnam (Gillespie, 2014).

As Vietnam has pursued more market-oriented policies, such as
through the promotion of decentralized economic activities and private
forms of ownership, SOEs have increasingly been assigned more pivotal
roles in the country’s domestic economic management (Tran and
Fallon, 2016).8 This is particularly the case with the VRG, one of the 19
largest state-owned corporations in Vietnam. The precursor to the VRG
was related to the French-owned rubber plantations of the colonial
period, which came to be nationalized by the Vietnamese government
after the country’s reunification. Following several organizational rea-
lignments between 1975 and 2005, the VRG was established in 2006
based on the Prime Minister’s decision to re-structure the Vietnam
General Rubber Corporation (Hieu, 2007). At that time, the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) was the state’s re-
presentative in the management of the VRG group. In 2018, its own-
ership was transferred to the Commission for the Management of State
Capital at Enterprises (CMSC), a state property commission controlled
by the central government. In the VRG, the chairman of the board of
directors is appointed by the Prime Minister, thus becoming the Com-
munist Party Secretary of the VRG’s Party Committee (VRG, 2019).

As the largest state-owned rubber corporation in Vietnam, the VRG
plays a pivotal role in strategizing the development of the country’s
rubber industry (To and Tran, 2014). Since the early 1990s, the Viet-
namese government has considered rubber as a key crop for export,
with the expectation that the favorable soil and climate conditions for
growing rubber trees, especially in the Southeast and Central Highland
regions, would help them meet increasing global demand (Tran, 2008).
The government promoted the development of large-scale rubber
plantations by providing support to the VRG for converting large areas
of the officially designated ‘inefficiently used agricultural land’ and
forestland into rubber plantations (To and Tran, 2014). In 2017, the
VRG managed to gain a total of approximately 293,300 ha of land for
plantations, accounting for 30 percent of the total national rubber area.
Accordingly, it produced 277,300 tons of latex in 2017, accounting for
26 percent of the total production in Vietnam (Tran et al., 2018; VRG,
2018). To date, the VRG has been the leading rubber enterprise in
Vietnam in terms of the total net worth and profit, as well as the total
amount of tax paid to the State. In 2018, the total net worth of the VRG
reached more than VND 49.56 trillion (about USD 2.15 billion),9

holding ownership of 99 subsidiary enterprises throughout the country.
The VRG’s total profits after tax deductions in 2018 amounted to VND
3334 trillion (USD 0.14 billion) (VRG, 2019).

Through the institutional backup of the central government, the
VRG rapidly expanded its rubber plantation areas not only in Vietnam,
but also in neighboring countries, such as Laos and Cambodia.
According to a VRG report, by 2017 the company had planted rubber
trees on 28,000 ha of land in Laos and 90,000 ha in Cambodia (VRG,
2018). However, based on land concession arrangements reported by
the Global Witness (2013), the VRG actually operates on 28,893 ha of
land through 7 subsidiary companies in southern Laos, and on
132,992 ha through at least 19 subsidiary companies in Cambodia.

3.2. The rise of rubber plantations in Dien Bien Province

In Dien Bien province, rubber plantations were first introduced in
Dien Bien district in 2008, accounting for the total area of 673 ha.
Subsequently, the plantation area was roughly doubled in just one year.
During the period of 2008–2016, rubber plantations were expanded
into 16 communes located in 5 out of the 8 districts of the province. By
2017, the rubber trees aged 3 to 10 years old covered 5122 ha of the
provincial land (Dien Bien DARD, 2017) (Fig. 2). At the time of the
authors’ field research in 2018, large-scale plantations accounted for 98
percent of the provincial rubber land area, which was developed by the
VRG through its local subsidiary company, the Dien Bien Rubber
Company (DBRC). The DBRC, which represents the VRG in Dien Bien
province, was established in 2007 and is solely funded by the VRG. The
initial duties assigned to the DBRC were: i) planting, tending, ex-
ploiting, and processing rubber latex; ii) planting forest trees (e.g.,
acacia and eucalyptus) other than rubber trees, and then harvesting,
buying, and selling the harvested woods; and iii) processing wood
products. Over the past decade, however, the company has fulfilled
only the first duty. In terms of its organizational structure, the DBRC is
divided into three sub-units collectively, which are called ‘plantation
farms,’ including Muong Cha, Dien Bien, and Tuan Giao. Each ‘plan-
tation farm’ is divided by the so-called ‘plantation plots’ normally lo-
cated in a specific commune. In 2017, the company employed 448
permanent workers and approximately 500 seasonal wage-laborers. Out
of this population, local ethnic minority people accounted for 82.8
percent of the total labor force (DBRC, 2018a). According to the DBRC’s
business report, in 2017, the company harvested 631 ha out of the total
of 5122 ha. The average productivity was 0.77 ton per hectare, while
the average rubber latex price reached VND 31.85 million (USD 1380)
per ton (DBRC, 2018a).

To plant rubber trees in Dien Bien, a model for collaboration be-
tween the rubber company and local people was established. Under the
contract that the former provides the latter, all the necessary invest-
ment capital and services, including seedlings, input materials, training,
and access to the markets are provided, and in return, the latter con-
tributes their land to the rubber company (while still maintaining their
land use rights certificate, or ‘red book,’ on that land). The duration of
the contract was for 27–30 years, while also containing options for
renegotiation or extension. The contract guaranteed that when the trees
become productive, 10 percent of financial values obtained from latex
harvesting and wood liquidation would be shared among the land
contributors.10 Local people were also recruited as workers for the
rubber company, and were promised financial compensation for their

8 In Vietnam, SOEs are organized, managed, and funded by the Vietnamese
government. These corporations transfer any profits they generate to the gov-
ernment, while the latter reimburses any losses to the former. Every critical
decision made by SOEs requires the approval of the Prime Minister or other
relevant ministers, as well as support from the Secretary of the Communist
Party. The State also retains the right to dissolve or reorganize SOEs, approve
any strategic plans prepared by SOEs, and appoint senior SOE leaders (Tran and
Fallon, 2016). The current share of SOEs in Vietnam accounts for about 30
percent of the country’s annual GDP (ibid.)

9 Regarding the currency exchange rates between VND and USD, in this paper
we use the annual average exchange rates of 2008, 2011, and 2018, with USD

(footnote continued)
1.0 equivalent to VND 16,600, VND 20,000, and VND 23,000, respectively.

10 In this article, the term ‘land contributors’ refers to the persons/villagers
who confer their land to the investor. Land contribution generally refers to a
conferring of land, regardless of whether the original landowners or users
follow a voluntary scheme of land contribution or a more or less forceful
command of powerful or privileged outsiders.
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land contribution from the provincial budget. By the end of 2017, 4135
households in the province had contributed to the rubber company, a
total of more than 5000 ha of land (DBRC, 2018b).

When the project was launched, rubber was considered the best
crop to introduce to the province by the provincial authority, the VRG,
and the central government, yet with differing motivations and objec-
tives among them. First, in formulating the master plan, the Provincial
Communist Party (PCP) and the Provincial People’s Committee (PPC) –
a provincial governmental unit in charge of socioeconomic and political
policies – asserted that Dien Bien province had a large area of forestland
and ‘unused land,’ and that the potential of these lands has not been
effectively utilized through the allocation of LURCs (Dien Bien PCP,
2007a, 2007b; Dien Bien PPC, 2008).11 In Resolution No.144/2008/
NQ-HDND, dated December 12, 2008, it is stated that “…rubber plan-
tation facilitates the new ways of land concentration for high valued agri-
cultural commodity production” (Dien Bien Provincial People's Council,
2008, 2). If rubber trees are planted as forest trees, those lands could be
reinforced to meet the guidelines of the central government for certi-
fying rubber as a highly useful multi-purpose crop. Rubber trees were
expected not only to produce latex (i.e., high value rubber woods ob-
tained at the end of the harvesting cycle), but were also regarded as the
key medium to increase the proportion of green coverage on degraded
forestlands, non-forested lands, and low-productivity agricultural areas,
hence allegedly contributing to the global agenda of the mitigation of
greenhouse gas emissions and global warming (interview with pro-
vincial DARD staff). The provincial government strictly followed the
guidelines of the central government in their implementation of the
rubber project, while also issuing a series of policy documents for
rubber plantation development in the province (see Appendix 2).

Second, following the unexpected gain of cumulative profits during
the 2000s, which was largely due to the surge of the global rubber latex
price, the VRG was motivated to expand its rubber plantations
throughout the Northwest region, not just Dien Bien province.12 The
VRG aimed to plant rubber trees across a total of 20,000 ha in Dien Bien
by 2020 (Dien Bien PPC, 2009). Accordingly, the Dien Bien PPC ap-
proved the VRG’s land use plan for rubber plantation development for
the period of 2008–2020. This policy aimed to convert 72,900 ha of

land into rubber plantation. These lands included 61,983 ha of pro-
duction forestland and 10,917 ha of protection forestland (Dien Bien
PPC, 2009).13 By 2009, the planned area for the rubber project under
the provincial government had exceeded 3.6 times the VRG’s target.
This was because the provincial agency expected that, aside from the
VRG’s rubber plantations, rubber trees could be expanded further by
small-scale plantations owned and managed by farmers, as observed in
southern provinces (interview with provincial DARD staff).

The last, and most important, reason is that the central government
originally regarded the rubber project not only as the source of eco-
nomic benefits for domestic investors, such as the VRG, but also of
wider socio-political merits. Rubber was expected to create local jobs
and improve the lives and livelihoods of ethnic minorities, thereby
helping to both narrow the economic gap between the uplands and
lowlands and consolidate the trust of ethnic minority people to the
Party and the State. As the General Director of the DBRC remarked in an
interview: “The former Deputy Prime Minister, Truong Vinh Trong, in his
visit to the DBRC in 2009, underscored that rubber trees could be seen as the
grateful gift for having gained the loyalty of ethnic minorities to the Party
and the State since reunification.”

Furthermore, the Chairman of the VRG Board of Directors, Tran
Ngoc Thuan, stated in his speech at the annual group meeting in 2016:

The VRG’s rubber plantation development in the Northwest does not
target profitability as the top priority. We shall cooperate hand in hand
with the local authorities for improving social welfare such as new roads,
schools, health clinics, and employment, hence consolidating the trust of
ethnic minorities to the Party and the State, and ensuring security in the
region (VRG, 2016, 6).

As we have seen, the historical transition of the State’s land policy
led to two distinctive streams of land use and control, including the
long-standing socialist ‘egalitarian land distribution’ policies and the
state-led land acquisition for large-scale commodity production. The
two streams of land control mechanisms seem to cater to different
goals: the former focuses on the social equity of the rural population,
while the latter’s emphasis is on the profitability of the domestic agri-
business sector. Nonetheless, the extent to which the state-led land
acquisition follows the egalitarian principle and practices that have
been valued over half a century since the first land reform in Vietnam is
not self-evident. Therefore, this paper centrally addresses this question
in the context of domestic land grabs. In doing so, it delves into the
workings of the State’s so-called ‘egalitarian land re-distributions,’
which are adopted ex-post facto exclusively for land contribution com-
pensation to the original landholders in the post-land acquisition phase
of rubber plantations.

4. Research site and methods

4.1. Research site

To gain a hands-on understanding of the processes and outcomes of
socialist, state-led domestic land grabs in Vietnam, we selected Huoi
Rung village as the site for our case study.14 It was the first village in
Dien Bien province where rubber trees were planted. This allows us to
examine the long-term processes and consequences of land grabs re-
lated to the development of rubber plantations in Northwest Vietnam.
Established in the 1970s, Huoi Rung was a small village of an ethnic
minority group called Kho Mu in Muong Pon commune, Dien Bien
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Fig. 2. Area of rubber trees in Dien Bien province (hectare). Source: The Dien
Bien DARD (2017).

11 According to the Provincial Statistical Yearbook of 2008, the total agri-
cultural land area of the province in 2008 was 782,533 ha (accounting for
81.83 percent of the total land area), of which the land for agricultural pro-
duction accounted for 143,000 ha, forestland covered by trees 335,382 ha, and
forestland without forest cover 302,325 ha. Meanwhile, a total of 148,562 ha
was classified as ‘unused land.’

12 For instance, during the period of 2006–2011, the latex price in the global
market surged to around 2000 to 3000 USD per ton, which brought enormous
revenues and profits to the VRG. In 2011, the total value of the VRG reached
more than VND 57,717 trillion (USD 2.88 billion), while the total revenue
reached VND 33,380 trillion (USD 1.67 billion), tripling the amount of 2006.

13 This policy document was revised later to include Decision No. 1049/QD-
UBND of the Dien Bien PPC, dated December 26, 2014, on the adjustment of
land use planning for rubber development toward 2020. The total area of land
for rubber trees decreased to 38,825 ha, and the VRG aimed to plant rubber
trees on 16,000 ha across the whole province (Dien Bien PPC, 2014).

14 The name of the village has been changed to ensure its anonymity.
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province (Fig. 3).15 Oral histories with Kho Mu elders in the village
suggest that their ancestors originally inhabited in the northeast region
of Laos. They evacuated to Vietnam to avoid American bombs dropping
on their old village during the Vietnam War. The villagers have tradi-
tionally relied on slash and burn cultivation and the collection and use
of non-timber forest products (NTFPs) as their main livelihood sources.
The villagers rotate some combination of crops, such as upland rice,
maize, and cassava, for a period of three to four years, after which they
fallow the land for two to three years in order to recover its soil fertility.
They then begin the next rotational cycle. At the time of our field re-
search, the village had 335 residents across 68 households, 85 percent
of whom were classified as poor or near-poor according to the national
poverty line of 2017.16 According to the commune statistics, the total
land area of the village is 374.6 ha. In 2008, the DBRC designated
201.0 ha of the land area for rubber plantations (accounting for 53.6
percent of the total land size), which was provided by 39 households in
the village (accounting for 83 percent of the total households at that
time). Previously, most of the land was cultivated by the villagers for
their livelihoods. As of September 2018, rubber trees on 141.4 ha of the
village land were in their third year of tapping latex.

4.2. Research methods

Before starting the fieldwork for this study, we first sought to re-
ceive permissions to do research in the area from the DBRC, the PPC,
the District People’s Committee (DPC), the Commune People’s
Committee (CPC), and the administrative village leader of Huoi Rung.
Before we began to have discussions with villagers on sensitive issues,
we spent one month in the village to build trust with the local people.
To minimize the risk of cultural misrepresentation and

misunderstanding, we had frequent consultations with village leaders
during our stay in the village. The study was conducted based on the
combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, including data
collection methods such as semi-structured interviews, in-depth inter-
views, focus group discussions, and a household questionnaire survey
(see Table 2), as well as analysis of secondary data from the official
documents collected (see Appendix 2). We also carried out participant
observation throughout the fieldwork in order to gain insights into the
villagers’ daily activities. Fieldwork was completed by the first author
with assistance from three Kinh researchers at Vietnam National Uni-
versity of Agriculture who had prior experience conducting household
surveys in Northwestern provinces. The interviews were conducted
from July to September 2018.

During the household survey, we interviewed the heads, or their
spouses, of 33 out of the 39 households that had contributed their land
to the DBRC.17 The questionnaire featured categorical items including
‘household composition and size,’ ‘household assets,’ ‘livelihood stra-
tegies,’ and ‘land use activities.’ The questionnaire results provided
insights into the individual/household experiences of participation in
the rubber project.

Based on the preliminary analysis of the obtained household survey
data, we conducted in-depth interviews with 6 selected households. We
also conducted in-depth interviews with the administrative village
leaders. The field survey comprised three focus group discussions using
transect mapping, seasonal calendar, and village history to gain a
greater depth of understanding from the local people regarding their
land contribution processes. The selected participants for the in-depth
interviews and focus group discussions reflected on various attributes,
including landholding size, land loss, economic conditions, gender, and
age status.

Further, we conducted semi-structured interviews with local gov-
ernment officials at various levels, including commune, district, and
province. In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted with
rubber investors, including the general director of the DBRC and
managers of the DBRC sub-units of Dien Bien district and Muong Pon
commune. In this paper, we focus on the secondary data gathered from
both the DBRC and the local authority offices, as well as qualitative

Fig. 3. Map of the study site Source: Author’s drawing based on the DBRC plantation maps and Google Map database.

15 In Vietnam, Kho Mu people inhabit mostly in northern mountainous pro-
vinces with a population of 84,525 people (22nd most populous among 53
ethnic minorities) in 2015 (CEMA, 2017). In Dien Bien Province, Kho Mu is the
third largest ethnic minority population with 19,276 people, accounting for
3.34 percent of the province’s population in 2017 (Dien Bien General Statistic
Office, 2018).

16 The national poverty line has been promulgated by the central government.
For the period of 2016–2020, rural households with an average monthly in-
come of less than VND 700,000 per capita were regarded as ‘poor,’ while those
with incomes of between VND 700,000 and 900,000 per capita were regarded
as ‘near-poor.’

17 The remaining 6 household heads refused to be interviewed and expressed
suspicion about the objectives of our study. They linked our research to the
activities of media reporters for fear that we might share their responses with
the rubber company or the media.
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interview data, and participant observation. Qualitative data were
analyzed using thematic and then axial coding, while descriptive ana-
lysis of quantitative data was completed using Statistical Package for
Social Sciences (SPSS). Direct quotes used in the analysis have been
corrected grammatically for readability, and all the informants’ names
have been changed to ensure their anonymity.

5. Results

5.1. Actors involved and their discourses/incentives on land acquisition

Under the support provided by the central government, the rubber
development program attracted the attention and participation of nu-
merous subsidiary political divisions, including the PCP, the PPC, and
other related social and political organizations (interview with officials
from the provincial DARD). The province also established the pro-
vincial Rubber Development Steering Committee (RDSC) to guide and
direct the program (Dien Bien PCP, 2007a, 2007b). The RDSCs were
organized at the sub-provincial administrative levels, including district,
commune, and village. At the district and commune levels, the steering
committee members consist of the deputy president of the DPC, the
head of the DARD, the head of the Department of the Natural Resources
and Environment (DONRE), and the representative of the rubber
company. At the village level, the RDSC members consist of the village
leader, the secretary of the Communist Party, the chairman of the Fa-
therland Front, the head of the Youth Union, the head of the Women’s
Union, the head of the Farmer’s Union, and the head of the Veteran’s
Union. The roles of the actors involved were articulated in a series of
documents, and policy guidelines were issued (see Appendix 2). Based
on document review and semi-structured interviews with the local
authority officials, the DBRC representatives, and the villagers, we
summarize the roles of the actors, as well as their discourses/incentives,
in Table 3. The local authorities from provincial to commune levels
both designed policies for implementation and prepared budgets for the
project. With the support of the government at all levels, the rubber
company invested in planting rubber trees while the local people, some
of whom became wage laborers in order to work for the rubber com-
pany, contributed their land. The key stakeholders in promoting the
rubber project pursue various political, socio-economic, and environ-
mental goals (e.g., state formation, employment generation, poverty
reduction, agricultural development, greening of the environment for

climate change, and so on) and financial interests (e.g., rewards, a 90
percent benefit-sharing in cash, low interest rate loans, tax exemption,
and so on). Land contributors are offered financial incentives for doing
so, including compensation for contributing their land, a 10 percent
benefit-sharing in cash, and earning money through wage laboring.

As mentioned earlier, the central government has played an im-
portant role in motivating the VRG to invest in a large-scale rubber
plantation in Dien Bien by approving the latter’s land conversion, as
well as certifying rubber trees for ‘multiple-use.’ The central govern-
ment has also directed the provincial government to design supportive
policies for the VRG’s expansion of rubber plantations. Likewise, the
provincial government also strongly supported the rubber project by
providing budgets for land compensation, endorsing preferential in-
terest rate loans to the DBRC, and publicly promulgating the land
planning of the project. Since the rubber plantation project was ap-
proved by the provincial government, it has become a ‘must do’ project
for district and commune officials, who are obliged to implement pro-
vincial policies at their respective levels. However, some were con-
cerned about the feasibility of the project, particularly in terms of the
village and household-level risks arising from the loss of land related to
the contribution of most of the villagers’ land to the rubber company.
Even so, they still had to persuade the villagers to contribute their land.
As one former district DARD official confessed:

Rubber is not a native plant, nor has it proven any economic efficiency on
the sloping land in Dien Bien yet. However, the project was exercised by
force from the PCP and the PPC to the district. Those district officials
who did not engage in the project were considered as opposing the pro-
vince’s policies. The DBRC considered our roles to be like nothing. The
former director of the company even texted a message of menace to
district officials. We had no choice but to implement the project, despite
our feeling of pity for the villagers in terms of the merciless transfer of
large tracts of their land.

A commune official also complained:

Commune officials doubted the possibility of the success of the rubber
plantation. We anticipated that the project would fail within one to two
years after planting. Then, the local people would return to cultivating
food crops, as before. We cannot accept the fact that the company will
continue to seize villagers’ agricultural land in the next two decades.

In the entire land conversion process, village leaders became key

Table 2
The research methods used, informant types, themes covered, and quantitative density.

Method Informants Themes covered Quantitative density

Participant observation N/A Daily life; agricultural practices; and livelihood activities One month stay in the village
Semi-structured interview Local authorities Land allocation and conversion processes; and problems of and

challenges in rubber plantation development
6 interviews (2 with provincial Department of
Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD); 2 with
district DARD; and 2 with the staff of the CPC)

The DBRC managers Basic information of the DBRC; land acquisition processes; and
relationship with villagers and local governments

3 interviews (1 with the general director of the DBRC;
and 2 with directors of the sub-units of the district and
commune)

Household questionnairesurvey Household heads or
their spouses

General household characteristics (land acquisition,
compensation for land contribution, and the involvement of
households on rubber plantation); and the changes in livelihood
assets and activities

Interview with 33 households

In-depth interview Villagers Household characteristics; their involvement in rubber
plantation; their perceptions of land contribution to the DBRC;
and their perceptions of changes in agricultural and livelihood
opportunities

6 interviews

Village leaders History of villagers’ land use practices and land acquisition
processes by the DBRC

2 interviews (1 with the administrative village leader
and 1 with the secretary of Communist Party)

Focus group discussion Villagers Transect mapping; seasonal calendar; and village histories 3 groups (6 to 8 participants)
Analysis of secondary data The central

government
Policy documents issued from the central government offices (See Table S3 in Appendix 2)

Local authorities Policy documents issued from the central and local government offices (See Table S4 in Appendix 2)
The DBRC Annual reports of the DBRC; lists of the households who contributed land to the company; the area of land contribution;

conditions of land contract; and lists of the permanent/casual workers of the rubber company
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players in persuading the villagers to join the project, given that their
voices were heard by the villagers as critically important.18

5.2. Land acquisition on the ground: how different actors exercise control
over the land

In 2007, Huoi Rung village was selected as the provincial pilot
taskforce zone for the rubber plantation due to its favorable traffic and
soil quality conditions. This selection was made at a time when no
specific guidelines for rubber development had been issued in the
province (Fig. 4). Prior to the inception of the rubber plantation, a total
of 374.6 ha of the village’s land was classified according to the de jure
and de facto land ownership statuses (Fig. 5).19 It consisted of the fol-
lowing land categories:

• Paddy rice land, which accounted for 3.6 ha that the government
allocated to the villagers de jure, with each villager having been
assigned 163 square meters (0.0163 ha) since 1999 (interview with
village leader #1).
• Protection forest, which accounted for 170 ha. This land was

allocated to the village de jure as a result of the Song Da Social
Forestry Development Project implemented during the period of
2002–2012, as well as the National Program on Payment for Forest
Environmental Services, which has been in place since 2013.
However, this land was considered as de facto communal land, with
the villagers having a collective right to gather NTFPs, firewood,
and wood for house construction. The villagers also believed that
these forests would help them to preserve water sources during the
dry season (interview with the two village leaders and secondary
data from the commune cadastral office).
• Cultivated upland (119 ha), which the villagers were distributed de
facto a long time ago based on customary tenure (focus group dis-
cussion). It was assigned de jure in 2002, and in 2004, villagers re-
ceived LURCs for that area for the purpose of agricultural produc-
tion under the Land and Forest Allocation (LFA) policy.20 In the
meantime, there were significant gaps between the de jure land al-
location by the official authority and the de facto land distribution of
the same land according to the customary land tenure. According to
the officials of the Dien Bien district DARD, the LFA had not been
fully completed in the district, largely due to both inaccurate and
out-of-date land inventory data and the limited financial and tech-
nical capacities of district and commune governors. The district

Table 3
Actors involved in the rubber project, their actions and discourses/incentives.

Actors Actions Discourses/Incentives

The Central Party/Central
Government

• Certify rubber as a multiple-use crop (MARD, 2008)

• Allow the provincial government to convert ‘unproductive
agricultural land’ and ‘degraded natural forestland’ to rubber
plantation and expand it (Prime Minister, 2009)

• Achieve the goals related to agricultural development, poverty
reduction, preservation of national territory, and environmental
improvement (Prime Minister, 2009)

• Aim to capture and effectively use the so-called ‘marginal land’
through large-scale investments by the VRG and private rubber
companies (To and Tran, 2014)

The Provincial Party/ Provincial
government

• Allow the DBRC to convert forestland and unproductive
agricultural land to rubber plantation (Dien Bien, 2011a)

• Support credit loans to the DBRC

• Support compensation to land contributors (Dien Bien PPC,
2011a)

• Meet the market demand for rubber, and improve the efficiency in
the use of land and labor, in order to change the structure of
cropping, labor, population, and economy at large, thereby
improving income levels and livelihoods of people while reducing
their poverty (Dien Bien PPC, 2009)

District Communist Party/DPC • Implement the provincial guidelines

• Formulate cartography and issue LURCs (Dien Bien PPC, 2011b)

• Persuade local people to contribute their land

• Increase the number of the district level administrative staff of the
DARD and the DONRE (Dien Bien PPC, 2011a)

Commune Communist Party/
CPC and village leaders

• Implement the guidelines set by higher-level officials

• Persuade local people to contribute their land
• Commune and village receive cash from the provincial budget as

the reward for implementing the guidelines a

• Commune officials and village leaders receive VND 50,000 (USD 2.5)
per hectare from the provincial budget for persuading local people for
their land contribution and propagandizing the rubber plantation
project (Dien Bien PPC, 2011a)

Villagers Contribute their land to rubber companies • Receive benefits through product sharing (10 percent of the total
value from latex harvesting and wood liquidation)

• Obtain financial compensation for land loss

• Earn labor wage from the rubber company (Dien Bien PPC, 2011a)
The DBRC Provides all the investment capital and technical support including

seedlings, input materials, training, and access to markets
• Enjoys the availability of access to large tracts of land at no cost

• 90 percent benefit sharing in cash

• Receives provincial government supports (e.g., low interest rate loans,
tax exemption, and so on.)

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the review of the collected policy documents and semi-structure interviews with the local authority officials, the DBRC
officials, and selected villagers.

a For the total rubber area gained of 100–199, 200–299, 300–399, and 400 or more hectares, commune receive VND 50 million (USD 2500), VND 100 million
(USD 5000), VND 150 million (USD 7500), and VND 200 million (USD 10,000), respectively. For the total rubber area gained 30 ha, village receives VND 20 million
(USD 1000). For the total area received of 31–60, 61–90, and 91 or more hectares, the village receive additional VND 0.5 million (USD 25), VND 0.8 million (USD
40), and VND 1.0 million (USD 50) per hectare, respectively.

18 Focus group discussions revealed that villagers consider the village leaders
as the most prestigious people in the village. Village leaders are typically
qualified as people who deeply understand traditional local customs and cul-
ture, and who have strong voices in the village. They select an administrative
village leader through village-level election based on their trust with him/her.

19 In this paper, de jure means that an area of land is recognized as involving
officially designated legal rights of ownership, such as those expressed in the
Land Law and other administrative documents. De facto means that a land area
is recognized only under customary laws, and hence it has not been officially
recognized as pertaining to the legal rights of land ownership.

20 The LFA policy was approved by Decree 163/1999/NĐ-CP of the central
government. The policy aims to demarcate village territorial boundaries and
zones for villages and forestlands, as well as to institute more forms of de jure
land tenure within the village boundaries. This is intended to confine upland
villages within specific territorial boundaries in order to restrict shifting culti-
vation and promote the protection of the remaining ‘forestland.’ The final step
of this policy involves the allocation of LURCs to households within the village
territory.
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cadastral office only mapped out village territorial boundaries when
allocating LURCs to households. Thus, the land area reported on
LURCs did not match the actual area.
• Natural forestland and unused mountainous land, which totaled
82 ha. These lands belonged to the State because they were re-
cognized by the local government as ‘degraded forest.’ In reality,
however, they were recognized de facto as the communal land for
villagers’ open access for livestock grazing and firewood collection
(focus group discussion).

The rubber company aimed to convert the land of the last two ca-
tegories into a rubber plantation in view of its relatively high soil fer-
tility and suitable altitude for rubber tree growth. The paddy land area
has been maintained by the villagers without being converted into a
rubber plantation because both the local authorities and the villagers do
consider that the land retains critical importance for the latter’s sub-
sistence needs (interview with commune officials).

To persuade the villagers to contribute their land, the local autho-
rities and the DBRC held at least 6 meetings designed to explain both
the overall benefits of the rubber project and what kinds of benefits
local people would receive. In the persuasion process, a very positive
picture was painted in which the villagers would be able to raise
themselves from a poor and ‘backward’ existence into a rich and
prosperous status featuring new roads, schools, and health clinics to be
built by the company, as well as stable and well-paid employment op-
portunities associated with the plantation project. Further, it was pro-
mised that participating households would receive compensation for
their land contributions, as well as other forms of support from local
governments. As villager Mr. Keo remarked:

At that time, a big car with many provincial and district officials and the
rubber company managers visited the village. They propagandized by
saying that if local people contribute their land for the rubber project, the
company would plant ten rubber trees and then give back to the land
contributor one tree, and that the rubber trees would ensure enough food
for the villagers throughout their lifetimes without the cultivation of food
crops.

The village officials comprised several village RDSC members, who
were the pioneers of land contribution for the rubber company.

Moreover, under the direction of higher governors, the commune offi-
cials directly visited each household in order to persuade the villagers
regarding their participation in the rubber project (interview with
Muong Pon commune officials). One day, the chairman of the CPC even
came to the village by himself. According to villager Mr. Mun, the
chairman noted: “The rubber project will not take your village land. The
‘red book’ still belongs to the villagers. The land will merely be converted
from inefficient traditional cultivation to rubber plantations. Then, villagers
will receive a ‘rubber red book’ for benefit-sharing.”

In early 2008, the rubber company started to clear the land for
rubber plantations, even though some households had repeatedly re-
fused to contribute their land. A villager Mr. Loi shared his story:

By the time of rubber’s arrival in the village, three households resisted
giving up their land to the rubber company because they owned only a
very small amount of paddy land, which was not enough even for their
survival. When the bulldozer came to their hill land, they asked the driver
to stop the land clearance. Otherwise, they said, they would pull him out
by knives and hoes. The bulldozer workers then stopped clearing the land
and reported the incident to the DBRC and the CPC. From the standpoint
of the authorities and the rubber company, those villagers were as equal
as opponents of the state.

In fact, consent regarding land contribution between the village and
the investor had not been given, mainly due to the lack of clear spe-
cifications concerning the area and type of land to be converted into
rubber plantations. The villagers claimed that the land demarcation
procedure undertaken by the local authorities was incomplete, and that
little or no arable land would be available for them any longer (inter-
view with villager Mrs. Cu). Despite this, only a half month later,
201 ha, including 119 ha of agricultural production land and 82 ha of
production forestland, were cleared for rubber tree planting (focus
group discussion).

It should be noted that the company with only a few staff stationed
in the village could not complete the task of clearing a large area in
such a short while. Thus, the DBRC representatives used a variety of
strategies to acquire the land. When the company staff came to the
village to clear the land, they told the villagers that the local authorities
had already agreed to dispatch the company for land clearing. The local
people felt that they had no other choice, since the decisions had
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Fig. 4. Land acquisition process: Policy plan versus actual implementation in the village. Source: Author’s focus group discussion with villagers, in-depth interviews
with village leaders, and secondary data from the PPC, DPC, CPC and the DBRC.
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already been made at higher levels.21 The DBRC workers also used
bulldozers to clear the land so quickly that the local people did not have
time to make any meaningful response. Along with force and pressure,
the company also relied on local workers who had already contributed

their land to the company to help clear other villagers’ land and for-
estland in exchange for the promise of a high wage payment. As rubber
worker Mr. Cho noted: “The villagers received VND 1.0 million [USD 60]
per hectare for clearing the field. Some villagers were able to get as much as
VND 15–20 million [USD 900–1200]. That was a lot of money for those
poor people at that time.”

Subsequently, rubber seedlings were planted by both local full-time
workers and casual wage-laborers. The villagers could not identify how
much of their land had been lost, nor what would happen in the future
(focus group discussion with villagers). Many villagers became enraged

Fig. 5. Transformations of land use, control, and agricultural practices in the village. Source: Author’s focus group discussion with villagers, in-depth interviews with
village leaders, and secondary data from the CPC and the DBRC.

21 When respondents were asked: “Please explain the reasons why you con-
tributed your land to the rubber company,” 72.7 percent of the household heads
responded that they had contributed their land because they simply followed
the advocacy of the local authorities. Moreover, 81.8 percent felt that their
contribution was made on a more or less compulsory basis.
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by the process, and some responded by covertly destroying a portion of
the rubber plantation. According to the DBRC report to the Muong Pon
CPC, 19 cases of rubber tree cutting were reported during the first year
of the rubber project in the village. The company could not identify the
persons responsible, however (DBRC, 2008).

During the first year of rubber tree planting, the CPC received a
series of villagers’ formal complaints, which were to be conveyed to the
rubber company (interview with Muong Pon commune officials).
Subsequently, the DPC directed the district DONRE and the CPC to
clearly demarcate the land acquired by the rubber company (interview
with Dien Bien district DARD officials). Accordingly, the previous land
boundaries, which had been customarily drawn among households,
were removed, resulting in the subsequent changes regarding the
farming systems and practices. As a result, an accurate re-assessment of
the land area in reference to the previously contributed areas became
impossible. In order to address the problem, the DPC and the CPC held
several meetings with the rubber company representatives and villagers
(focus group discussion with villagers). Finally, they reached a resolu-
tion – a plan the local officials termed ‘egalitarian land re-distributions’
(interview with Muong Pon commune officials and district DARD offi-
cials).

According to the resolution plan, each household member in the
village would be re-allocated 0.34 ha of rubber land for benefit-sharing
after the rubber trees had been tapped. The households who did not
contribute land were also allocated the same amount of land for benefit-
sharing, although they would not receive any land compensation. The
household survey results show that, on average, each household con-
tributed 2.97 ha, which accounted for 75.6 percent of the total land
they had used previously, while they only received 1.8 ha exclusively
for benefit-sharing purposes based on the new LURCs provided by the
local authorities. The village was also allowed to maintain about 7.0 ha
of land as part of the ‘rubber land fund’ scheme, which had been in
place for such use as reallocation to extremely poor households. The
promises of new roads, schools, and health clinics remained unrealized,
even by the time the rubber trees began to be tapped in 2016, 8 years
after the land had been cleared for plantation (focus group discussion
with villagers). Unlike the original promise, the villagers have never
received any form of cash reward regarding land contributions that
exceeded areas targeted under the regulations of the provincial gov-
ernment (ibid.). To date, the village has only received collective fi-
nancial support from the rubber company equivalent to VND 50 million
(USD 2170) in order to buy the facilities of the community house (in-
terview with village leader #1).

According to the interviews with the DBRC staff, households re-
ceived their first benefit-sharing payment from the rubber company in
cash in October 2018 for the rubber latex harvested in the fiscal years of
2016 and 2017. At that time, Huoi Rung village collectively received
VND 67.83 million (USD 2959), which represented 10 percent of the
latex values derived from the rubber harvest of the previous two years.
In other words, an average household received about VND 1.2 million
(USD 52.0), equivalent to 2.2 percent of total household income in
2017. Overall, the implementation process of the project has been much
slower than the initial targets set out in the policy planning (Fig. 4).

5.3. Changes in land use and control: Consequences of domestic SOE land
grabs

Fig. 5 shows both the transformation of the land use and control and
the agricultural practices in the village. The rubber plantation project
had significant impacts on both the landscape inside the rubber field
and the typology of land in the village. Prior to the introduction of the
project, most of the land was used to grow subsistence food crops, such
as rice, cassava, and maize, under the slash and burn cultivation system.
The production forestland was considered by villagers as de facto
communal land, which every villager could access freely for the pur-
poses of livestock grazing and firewood gathering. However, since the

inception of rubber plantation, rubber monoculture has come to
dominant the landscape, spanning a total area of 141.4 ha, 40 percent
of the village land (DBRC, 2018b).

In 2013, when 5 years had passed since conversion of the land into
the rubber field began, the villagers received only 93.5 ha on their ‘red
book’ as the collective amount of land they had contributed to the
rubber company.22 This amount was equivalent to about 47 percent of
the 201 ha of total land cleared in the village. The DBRC argued that
rubber trees could not be planted on 59.6 ha of the clearer area because
much of the land was considered both unfertile and too steep, and
therefore worthy of abandonment.23 In addition, according to the
company, a total of 40.9 ha of land converted from ‘unused land,’ ‘bare
hills,’ and ‘degraded forestland’ was not recognized as owned by the
villagers. Hence, the company claimed that they were not held liable for
redistributing such lands to the villagers (interview with the company’s
staff).

Although LURCs have been issued for the land contributed for
rubber plantations since 2013, the results of our household survey re-
vealed that no villagers have ever seen the certificates. After issuing the
‘red book,’ the DBRC negotiated with the provincial government to add
one ‘specific article’ under the ‘land contribution contract,’ thereby
allowing the district cadastral office to keep the book away from the
villagers for 27 years (Article No. 5 of the ‘Land Contribution Contract’
signed between the DBRC and local land contributors). It is likely that
the practice of keeping LURCs from the villagers is intended to withhold
information on rubber land allocation from the knowledge of land
contributors. Accordingly, the villagers were unclear as to which spe-
cific locations and within which boundaries their rubber plantation
plots were located – a situation that is different from new resettlement
villages, such as Dao’s (2015) case study, where villagers could easily
identify their plots for contribution as they were allocated to them on
the new land during the pre-acquisition phase. Meanwhile, during the
focus group discussion, the villagers told us that during the tending and
tapping periods, the DBRC divided the rubber plantation plots in Huoi
Rung village into many small parcels, which were largely inconsistent
with the official recognition of land use rights derived from LURCs.
Some villagers claimed that this strategy was designed to ensure that
they would not be able to take their land back, nor to take any control
over the use of the land they had owned (focus group discussion with
villagers). In addition, the tapped parcels were allocated to 20 local
workers and 30 informally contracted tapping laborers for the next
20 years of their plantation activities (interview with the manager of
Muong Pon plot #1). The assignment of rubber parcels to each laborer
for tapping was carried out in a randomized fashion. On average, a
laborer who taps on 3–5 parcels, equivalent to 4.0 ha of land (consisting
of roughly 1400–1600 trees), is paid VND 4000 (USD 0.17) per kilo-
gram of harvested latex. The household survey results show that in
2017, an average worker in Huoi Rung village earned VND 28.29
million (USD 1230) from their rubber tapping work, accounting for
52.6 percent of his/her total household income.24 With this financial
incentive, they would become dedicated guards for the rubber

22 The area is calculated based on the population of the village in 2010, when
the re-allocation was approved by the local authorities and the company.

23 According to our focus group discussion, this area had been reclaimed in-
formally by the villagers for subsistence food crop production since 2010. It
consisted of 4.6 ha of terraced paddy rice land and 55 ha of hill land for upland
rice, maize, and cassava cultivation.

24 The household survey results in Huoi Rung village show that 52.6 percent
of total household income comes from wage labor regarding rubber tapping and
tending, 16.8 percent from crop farming (paddy rice, maize, cassava, and up-
land rice), 7.9 percent from livestock rearing, 5.6 percent from non-timber
forest production (mainly bamboo and medicinal plants), 6.8 percent from re-
mittance through out-migrated wage labor, and 10.3 percent from mis-
cellaneous sources (e.g., pensions, trading/business, subsidies/support for the
poor and elderly, etc.).
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plantation (interview with the manager of Muong Pon plot #1).
Further, although provincial legislation guarantees that the villagers

receive cash compensation for the land they have lost, nobody received
any such payment over the first two years following clearing the land.
Cash began to be dispensed for compensation regarding land con-
tribution only in 2010, based on the estimated amount of land con-
tribution by individual households in 2008. At that time, the villagers
had reached a consensus about the amount of land they had contributed
to the rubber company, and then held a village meeting to discuss how
to fairly distribute the compensation received from the provincial
government. According to Decision No. 02/2008/QĐ-UBND of the Dien
Dien PPC regarding the issuance of regulation for land contribution
compensation in the province, dated February 25, 2008, the amount of
compensation for their contribution of perennial cropland, annual crop
land, and forestland per hectare should have been VND 150 million
(USD 7500), VND 130 million (USD 6500), and VND 30 million (USD
1500), respectively. In actuality, however, according to each of these
types of land, the households only received VND 7.0 million (USD 350),
4.5 million (USD 225), and 6 million (USD 300), respectively, for their
land contribution to the rubber company (interview with village leader
#2). The survey results show that an average household in Huoi Rung
received about VND 10.73 million (USD 536) in cash, and that 87.9
percent of the villagers were unsatisfied with the amount they were
paid. Some villagers complained that the amount of compensation was
not proportional to the area of land they had contributed, claiming that
the figure was insufficient to even cover the opportunity cost of food
crop cultivation for a single year (interview with villager Mr. Keo).

The villagers also lost access to a total of 82 ha of communal land
for pasturing, giving neither informed consent nor being presented with
the option to retain their communal lands. They have not received any
compensation for the loss of these lands (focus group discussion with
villagers), while they also had nowhere else to release their livestock.
Moreover, once the company gained control of the land and planted
rubber trees, the villagers were prohibited from releasing their livestock
within the rubber field, for the sake of protecting the rubber seedlings
from possible damages. As one village leader noted: “If our buffaloes
damage one rubber seedling, the company penalizes us with a fine of VND
200,000 (USD 10.0). It is big money for us. Moreover, they threaten us by
saying that our buffaloes’ legs will be cut if our violations are repeatedly
found.”

Meanwhile, the land use transformation towards rubber plantation
inevitably changes the ecosystems of neighboring land plots (e.g., hy-
drological and insolation conditions). As villager Mr. Than complained:
“We cannot grow upland rice or maize beside the rubber plots because there
is not sufficient sunlight for the growth of food crop.” In addition, when the
rubber company cleared the land, one-third of the irrigation system in
the village was buried (Report No. 34/TTr-UBND of the Muong Pon
CPC, dated November 5, 2008, sent to the DBRC in order to convey
information about compensation regarding the damages to local peo-
ple’s irrigation systems and fishponds caused during the land conver-
sion process). Such changes had significant adverse effects on farming
in the village. As villager Mrs. Thuy noted: “Two years after the rubber
came, our villagers lost not only the hill land, but also the paddy land, due to
the lack of irrigation water. We dug irrigation canals once again and re-
claimed for our survival the more sloping fields that the company had
abandoned.”

This points to the reason why the paddy area increased from 3.6 ha
in 2008 to 8.2 ha in 2018, during which the sloping lands were re-
cultivated by the villagers both as a way of improving their conditions
for subsistence and to prove their pride. As villager Mr. Loi noted:

Most fertile uplands were occupied by the company, so our villagers had
no choice but to cultivate on all possible areas of the village land. The
villagers reclaimed the lands abandoned by the rubber company not only
for their survival, but also to show the DBRC and the commune governors
that even though it is very difficult to cultivate on that type of land, which

was out of use for the rubber company, it was still a productive land for
them.

In sum, with support from the local authorities, the rubber company
exercised full authority and power to enclose the common land and
dispossess the villagers’ lands. The local government and its affiliated
agencies imposed rules and regulations designed to legitimize such
activities, facilitating an environment in which the rubber investor
could take control over the villagers’ lands for the project. While the
villagers were not necessarily passive victims of the project, they tended
to have relatively weak bargaining power with both the investor and
local officials.

6. Discussion

Based on the findings above, this study solicits a renewed under-
standing of the roles and characteristics of both the socialist state and
affiliated domestic SOE investors in domestic land grabs, particularly in
the following regard.

First, the Vietnamese government, while pursuing socialist egali-
tarian land distribution policies regarding the rural farming population
over the past three decades, largely pulls itself back from following its
egalitarian principle and practices in its promotion of land acquisition
for large-scale rubber plantations. Meanwhile, it vigorously seeks to
comply with the trend of economic globalization at the cost of both the
social equity and traditional livelihoods of the local population.

The amount of compensation and benefit sharing received by the
villagers as a result of their land contribution regarding the rubber
plantation project observed in Huoi Rung village does not seem equi-
table with the value of the land they lost. By 2017, the monocultural
rubber plantation accounted for 37.7 percent of the total land area of
the village, whereas the lands cultivated by the villagers accounted for
only 16.8 percent (2.1 percent for paddy rice land and 14.7 percent for
the reclaimed hill land). Even though the villagers still nominally
maintain land use rights, they are no longer able to use the land that
was taken for the rubber plantation. This suggests that the villagers
have permanently lost much of their fertile land, which could otherwise
have been used for sustaining their livelihoods over future decades. In
comparison to the magnitude of their sacrifice, the villagers received
only a tiny amount of money, accounting for 3–4 percent of the com-
pensation values officially set, as well as a modest amount of benefit-
sharing (10 percent of the total value) and a one-time collective pay-
ment for the village (VND 50 million [USD 2170]).

The actual state procedures regarding both the land contribution
compensation and post-harvest benefit sharing appear to point to the
State’s adherence to the principle and practices of egalitarian land
distribution, yet essentially without any substance from the perspective
of the land contributors. Huoi Rung village represents the upland
context of a permanent village whereby the significant mismatch be-
tween de jure and de facto land ownerships in the pre-land acquisition
phase complicated the matter of compensation and benefit sharing. To
address the issue, the State resorted to what the local officials called
‘egalitarian land re-distributions’ in the post-land grab phase, which
was based on retroactively setting the official territorial boundaries and
associated land re-distributions ex post facto. As we have seen, the
benefits that the villagers have received remain meagre compared to
the tangible and intangible values of the land they have lost, hence
exposing the meaning of ‘egalitarian’ as ‘making everyone equally
poor.’

All of these factors clearly suggest that the Vietnamese State-led
rubber plantation land grabbing falls well short of an equitable dis-
tribution of benefits, hence leading us to conclude that it hardly follows
its egalitarian socialist principle and practices in any meaningful sense
of the word. The essentially non-egalitarian land grab processes ob-
served in the study area are broadly in line with the features of global
land grabs, where transnational capitalist corporations engage in the
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dispossession of land from its previous users in their pursuit of profit
maximization at the expense of the interests and livelihoods of the local
population (Bottazzi et al., 2018; Fairbairn, 2013; Feldman and Geisler,
2012; Hak et al., 2018; Kenney-Lazar, 2012; Moreda, 2017; Porsani
et al., 2017; Shete and Rutten, 2015). Further, by mobilizing nominal
land re-distribution measures in the post-acquisition phase, domestic
state actors demonstrate a cunning duplicity in their persistent ad-
herence to its socialist land distribution principle.

Second, backed by direct support from the government, and without
any external interference, an SOE company investing in a domestic land
grab project can implement such a scheme with more freedom,
leverage, and power than cases involving SOE firms investing abroad.
The rubber plantation development by the VRG illustrates this point in
terms of comparing of our case study (Vietnam) with other in Laos and
Cambodia (where the investment was made by the VRG’s subsidiary
companies) (Table 4).

In Laos and Cambodia, the VRG tends to launch and engage in large-
scale plantations (roughly around 5000–10,000 ha) under land con-
cessions, and does so by taking full direct control of the production
process by turning upland farmers into landless laborers (Baird, 2010;
Laungaramsri, 2012). The VRG’s involvement in our study site seems
less direct in controlling land acquisition and conversion, as well as
financial compensation. The villagers are considered as ‘capital con-
tributors with land use rights,’ meaning that they still maintain land use
rights only under nominal control. As we have seen, the villagers in
Dien Bien received only small amounts of compensation in exchange for
the loss of their land through contribution. While local governments
take lands from the poor in exchange for only a restricted amount of
financial compensation, no financial sacrifice is required of the state-
owned rubber company for their investment. The VRG was not liable
for paying such compensation fees, as they were covered within the
provincial budget. In contrast, at least by 2010, the VRG had paid a
large amount of compensation for land concessions in both Laos (Global
Witness, 2013; Laungaramsri, 2012) and Cambodia (Global Witness,
2013). This means that under close partnerships with central and local
governments, a domestic SOE investor can enjoy far greater financial
advantages than cases in which they invest in foreign countries.

An SOE engaging in domestic land grabs can also enjoy much more
freedom and power in terms of implementing their agrarian projects.
This is in part related to their advantages as a domestic public company.
According to To and Tran (2014), district and communal officers often
consider state-owned rubber companies as ‘local companies.’ Those

companies often seek to fulfil corporate social responsibilities (e.g., the
provision of support for the construction of schools, roads, houses for
the poor, and so on), while also committing themselves to employing
local laborers for their business. Backed by such official perceptions,
SOE investors are afforded a great deal of freedom during the im-
plementation phase of their projects. This is exemplified by the ease
with which the DBRC freely determined the type of the village land for
its capitalization, while simultaneously showing no regard for either the
de jure or de facto forms of land tenure held by the previous land users.
Unsurprisingly, the DBRC initially cleared the agricultural land that was
more fertile and less costly for clearing, followed by the ‘unused land’
and ‘degraded forestland.’ Further, the political affiliation of a domestic
SOE investor with the government also enables it to access various
privileges from the government. The rapid implementation of land ac-
quisition by the VRG could not have been made possible without sig-
nificant support from the government at every level. Both official
documents and interviews with government officials showed that local
officials planned to implement the project as promptly as possible in
order to satisfy the needs of the investor. Accordingly, the VRG could
have undergone a rapid, large-scale land acquisition through both the
enclosure of common lands and dispossessing previous users of their
small plots of land. Such privileges could be less readily available in
cases involving transnational SOEs, where the support from the home
country’s government tends to be less direct, or where the host coun-
try’s government even creates further constraints.

Third, the rubber plantation land grab in Huoi Rung demonstrates
the way in which the distribution of post-land grab land rights sub-
stantializes the process of state formation through the re-territor-
ialization of, and re-legalization in, the frontier area. Besides domestic
economic goals, the central government also capitalizes on the agrarian
project of rubber plantation development in order to meet the political
ends of national and local governments. Sikor (2012, 1099) argued that
“[n]arrow readings of commodification, market expansion or accumu-
lation by dispossession may not fully explain the occurrence of land
grabs in some circumstances, and their absence in others … Under-
standing practices and processes driving or limiting land grabs requires
attention to dynamics of state formation.” As was described earlier,
Sikor’s case studies regarding tree plantations in Vietnam show that the
State acknowledges villagers’ customary land rights. Accordingly, the
land distribution program it introduced helped the local people to both
freely access their land and gain significant economic benefits from the
plantation business. Sikor notes that the State’s aim of such an equitable

Table 4
Mechanisms of land acquisition by the VRG in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.

Vietnam Cambodia Laos

Source Our case study and Dao (2015) Global Witness (2013) Baird (2010); Global Witness (2013);
Laungaramsri (2012)

Location Northwestern region Northeastern region Southern region
Scale 28,000 ha including 5122 ha in Dien Bien 132,992 ha (90, 000 ha according to the

VRG’s report)
38,893 ha (28,000 ha according to the
VRG’s report)

Land use pre-acquisition Agricultural land and communal land (forest and
pasture)

Agricultural land and communal land (forest
and pasture)

Agricultural land and communal land
(forest and pasture)

Land acquisition
mechanism

Land use entitlement

• The VRG enjoys land access at no cost.

• The province used provincial budget to pay land
compensation for local people (our case). No
compensation has been provided (Dao's case).

• The VRG receives provincial support (low interest
rate loans and tax exemption).

• Benefit-sharing: 90 percent of revenues are held
by the VRG.

Land concession

• The VRG paid land concession fee for the
annual amount of USD 10 per hectare to
the government of Cambodia.

• The VRG paid land contribution
compensation

• There is no evidence of the host country’s
support for the VRG.

• 100 percent of revenues are held by the
VRG.

Land concession

• The VRG paid land concession fee for the
amount of USD 6–9 per hectare per year
to the government of Laos.

• The VRG paid land contribution
compensation

• The VRG receives provincial support (tax
exemption).

• 100 percent of revenues are held by the
VRG.

Duration of land deal One rubber harvesting cycle (27–30 years), with
possible extension of one more circle

One rubber harvesting cycle (27–30 years) 50 years of land concession deals

Post-acquisition land right
of local people

Villagers still retain LURCs for nominal land use right
but have lost their right de-facto.

Villagers lose their land use right while being
landless laborers.

Villagers lose their land use right while
being landless laborers.

Source: Authors’ compilation from Baird (2010), Dao (2015), Global Witness (2013), and Laungaramsri (2012).
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distribution of benefits was also linked to its political goal of resur-
recting the State’s authority over land matters. Hence, this case high-
lights the ways in which the central government seeks to empower its
local political control for ‘state formation’ by ensuring an equitable
distribution of benefits. Our case study in Huoi Rung village draws a
different light from Sikor’s into the dynamics of state formation. We
focused on the context of remote highlands, where customary land use
practices and legal land rights tended to exhibit significant gaps with
each other. Although one of the original aims of the State in its pro-
motion of egalitarian land distribution was to synchronize de facto and
de jure land tenure systems, no clear official demarcation was executed
in the customary land of Huoi Rung village during the pre-acquisition
phase. Although the villagers had been granted LURCs, they do not
have control over their land. The land acquisition and conversion
processes that followed largely veiled the original territorial boundaries
that the villagers have followed over generations. Hence, the State
newly introduced the aforementioned ‘egalitarian land re-distributions’
in order to clarify the villagers’ post-acquisition land ownership in
terms of land contribution compensation and post-harvest benefit
sharing. We argue that such a post-land grab substantiation of land
rights materializes state formation through the re-territorialization of,
and re-legalization in, the frontier area. This argument is more in line
with the claims of Peluso and Lund (2011) and Wolford et al. (2013),
who argue that land grabs are often linked to state territorialization and
legalization as means through which to monopolize control over both
the land and the people using it. Our findings of the re-territorialization
of, and re-legalization in the frontier area are also closely related to
what Turner (2012, 415) noted regarding the control of the State over
ethnic minorities: “The Vietnamese state is committed to expanding its
control over the country’s borderlands and frontiers, integrating the
Vietnam uplands and their predominantly non-Kinh inhabitants into
the nation and steering them toward market integration as quickly and
thoroughly as possible.”

7. Conclusions

This paper has analyzed the involvement of domestic actors in ac-
quiring large tracts of land from smallholders for rubber plantations in
Huoi Rung village, Dien Bien province, Northwest Vietnam. In ex-
amining the domestic land grabs implemented by the DBRC through a
subsidiary company of the SOE, the VRG, this research has revealed
three critical findings.

First, while continuing to pursue traditional socialist egalitarian
land distribution policies for the rural farming population, the
Vietnamese government has increasingly sought to come to terms with
the global trend of large-scale land acquisition at the sacrifice of the
traditional interests and livelihoods of the local population. Under the
cooperation of the State and its SOEs, large-scale land acquisition has
been undertaken by dispossessing previous users of the small plots of
land they have customarily inherited and used over generations.
Consequently, the transition process resulted in various adverse effects
in terms of the traditional interests and livelihoods of the local people,
such as loss of fertile land for subsistence and sustainable livelihoods,
limited land contribution compensation and post-harvest benefit-
sharing, and the largely unmet original promises of the state and the
rubber company for community development. This essentially non-
egalitarian land grab processes, only marginally veiled through the
adoption of formalistic land re-distribution measures regarding post-
land grab compensation and benefit sharing, represents similar prac-
tices mirrored by transnational capitalist corporations.

Second, this study has highlighted the issue of grabber identity,
firstly by conducting a systematic literature review of academic land
grab literature, and based on this, secondly, by looking into a case in-
volving a land grab which was dominated by a domestic SOE investor.
This was done by way of comparison with the case of the identical SOE
investing abroad. Our systematic literature review of the academic land

grab literature revealed an alarming scarcity of primary research on the
roles and features of SOEs investing in land grabs in their home country.
In particular, no studies have been identified that examine the dis-
tinctive features and roles of SOEs investing in their home country by
way of comparing them with the case of their international land
grabbing. Considering the lack of such a systematic review in the ex-
isting land grab literature, this paper has contributed to this body of the
literature by identifying a critical understudied area of land grab studies
and conducting a case study to fill the void. Accordingly, our case study
on the VRG land grab in Northwest Vietnam has shown how the au-
thority attached to an SOE investing in its home country, through the
direct support of the government, can help it to carve out its land grab
processes with more freedom, leverage, and power than cases involving
the SOE investments in foreign countries. Backed by the official land
use entitlement, which permits people’s land use only under nominal
control, the SOE firm was able to freely bulldoze the land for clearing
without regard to any form of land tenure held by the previous land
users. In addition, the SOE rubber company was also given the au-
thority to determine which types of land on which to plant rubber trees,
enjoying land access at no cost in terms of land compensation, and
without due consideration of the concerns and livelihoods of the vil-
lagers who used to have de facto ownership of the land. To gain control
over the land, the company employed various tactics to exclude the
villagers from their land without fulfilling corporate social responsi-
bilities, such as promising the provision of roads, schools, health care,
and increased income for the poor, while exercising various tangible
and intangible forces against the local opponents of the plantation
project. In turn, the company did not have to pay any compensation for
the land loss of the contributors, as the financing is the responsibility of
the State. This sort of financial privilege is largely unseen when an SOE
invests internationally, where the investment firm pays all the com-
pensation fees (Global Witness, 2013; Laungaramsri, 2012; Visser and
Spoor, 2011).

Third, the land grab processes during the early introductory phase
of the rubber plantation project in Northwest Vietnam reveal the me-
chanism of how state land use entitlements materialize state formation
in the post-land grab phase through both the re-territorialization of and
re-legalization in the frontier area. The central government originally
intended to introduce rubber plantations in the North West region as a
kind of development project for improving the life and livelihoods of
people in frontier areas, thus helping the State to stabilize the political
tension and extend its state formation process (Dien Bien PCP, 2007a,
2007b; Dien Bien PPC, 2009; MARD, 2007). As we have described, our
research findings lead us to question the effectiveness of this political
aim in a number of ways regarding the effects of the land grabs on the
local people’s livelihoods. Meanwhile, we have also observed that, in
the pre-acquisition era, the State failed to dissolve the entangled co-
existence of the two land tenure systems, de facto and de jure, with the
former predominantly relied on by the local population. The legal land
tenure structure introduced in the pre-acquisition era was based on the
incomplete surveying of the local geographical, topographical, and
social conditions, which collectively contributed to the neglect of the
local people. After the land clearance process through bulldozing and
rubber planting, which left the local landscape modified to such a de-
gree that the original landholders found themselves incapable of re-
cognizing the previous customary territorial boundaries, the State
newly introduced a land re-distribution scheme that the local officials
believed ‘egalitarian’ by following the traditional socialist form of land
distribution. This re-territorialization of and re-legalization in the
frontier zone served the retroactive purpose of re-creating the villagers’
assets for land contribution compensation and future benefit sharing by
making up for the lost land and its territoriality. Hence, we posit that
this process of re-territorialization and re-legalization substantializes
the process of state formation, given that the process led to the al-
teration of legal force from nominal to real land control in the post-land
grab stage.
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In sum, the rubber plantation process in Vietnam underscores the
critical role of both the state and affiliated domestic investors for land
grabbing. The process is driven by the socialist land tenure systems, in
which lands are nominally owned by the whole national population but
substantially controlled by the state through bureaucratic mechanisms
in decision-making, adhesion between the state and SOEs, and en-
gagement in geopolitics over ethnic minorities. While incorporating
these domestically distinct features, the rubber plantation land grab in
Vietnam appears to exhibit a convergence with the global trend of land
grabs in terms of capitalist aggression and its orientation toward eco-
nomic globalization. By seeking to justify their essentially non-egali-
tarian land grab processes through the insertion of post-land grab
‘egalitarian land re-distributions’ into the land of disembedded cus-
tomary control, the domestic state actors exhibit a cunning duplicity in
their persistent adherence to agrarian egalitarianism.

8. Author declarations

We wish to confirm that there are no known conflicts of interest
associated with this publication and there has been no significant fi-
nancial support for this work that could have influenced its outcome.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Luu Van Duy: Conceptualization, Methodology, Investigation,
Writing - Original Draft, Writing - Review & Editing, Visualization.
Yuichiro Amekawa: Supervision, Conceptualization, Review &
Editing. Hiroshi Isoda: Supervision, Conceptualization, Review &
Editing, Funding Acquisition. Hisako Nomura: Supervision. Takaaki
Watanabe: Supervision.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to acknowledge the Vietnamese Government
for providing scholarship to the first author’s Ph.D. program at the
Kyushu University. We wish to thank all villagers, officials and DBRC
staff for their hospitality and collaboration in this study. We express
special thanks to Mrs. Pham Hoai Thu; Mrs. Le Thi Thu Huong, Mr. Tran
The Cuong, Mr. Nguyen Minh Duc, Mr. Trinh Cong Son, Mr. Tong Duy
Hoai Vu for their great contributions to the field survey. And we note
here our gratitude that this paper partly reflects the outcomes sup-
ported by The Foundation for Dietary Scientific Research, Japan. Last
but not least, we also thank the Editor Sarah Turner and four anon-
ymous reviewers for their very helpful and insightful comments.

Appendix A. Supplementary material

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2020.06.009.

References

Ahmed, A., Kuusaana, E.D., Gasparatos, A., 2018. The role of chiefs in large-scale land
acquisitions for jatropha production in Ghana: insights from agrarian political
economy. Land Use Policy 75, 570–582.

Alden, W.L., 2012. Looking back to see forward: the legal niceties of land theft in land
rushes. J. Peasant Stud. 39 (3–4), 751–775.

Arezki, R., Deininger, K., Selod, H., 2011. What Drives the Global “Land Rush”?, World
Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 5864. World Bank, Washington, DC.

Baird, I.G., 2010. Land, Rubber and people: rapid agrarian changes and responses in
Southern Laos. J. Lao Stud. 1, 1–47.

Baird, I.G., 2014. The global land grab meta-narrative, Asian money laundering and elite
capture: reconsidering the Cambodian context. Geopolitics 19 (2), 431–453.

Beban, A., Gorman, T., 2017. From land grab to agrarian transition? Hybrid trajectories of
accumulation and environmental change on the Cambodia-Vietnam border. J.
Peasant Stud. 44 (4), 748–768.

Bonnin, C., Turner, S., 2012. At what price rice? Food security, livelihood vulnerability,
and state interventions in upland northern Vietnam. Geoforum 43 (1), 95–105.

Bonnin, C., Turner, S., 2014. Remaking markets in the mountains: integration, trader
agency and resistance in upland northern Vietnam. J. Peasant Stud. 41 (3), 321–342.

Borras, S.M., Franco, J.C., 2013. Global Land Grabbing and Political Reactions ‘From
Below’. Third World Quart. 34 (9), 1723–1747.

Borras, S.M., Hall, R., Scoones, I., White, B., Wolford, W., 2011. Towards a better un-
derstanding of global land grabbing: an editorial introduction. J. Peasant Stud. 38
(2), 209–216.

Bottazzi, P., Crespo, D., Bangura, L.O., Rist, S., 2018. Evaluating the livelihood impacts of
a large-scale agricultural investment: Lessons from the case of a biofuel production
company in northern Sierra Leone. Land Use Policy 73, 128–137.

Bräutigam, D., Zhang, H., 2013. Green dreams: myth and reality in China’s agricultural
investment in Africa. Third World Quart. 34 (9), 1676–1696.

CEMA, 2017. Overview of the census of socio-economic situation of 53 ethnic minorities
in Vietnam in 2015. Committee for Ethnic Minority Affairs (CEMA), Hanoi.

Communist Party of Vietnam, 2002. The Entire Documents of Communist Party of
Vietnam, Volume 2. National Politics Press, Hanoi.

Cotula, L., 2012. The international political economy of the global land rush: A critical
appraisal of trends, scale, geography and drivers. J. Peasant Stud. 39 (3–4), 649–680.

Cotula, L., Vermeulen, S., Leonard, R., Keeley, J., 2009. Land grab or development op-
portunity? Agricultural investment and international land deals in Africa. IIED/FAO/
IFAD, London/Rome.

Dang, B.N., 2015. Socialist agricultural land acquisition for urban expansion: A case study
of peasants’ altered livelihoods in peri-urban Van Giang, Hung Yen, Vietnam.
University of Antwerp, Belgium.

Dang, B.N., 2017. Peasants’ combat (agricultural) land corrruption in a less competitive,
authoritarian political context – the case of Vietnam. In: The 5th International
Conference of the BRICS Initiative for Critical Agrarian Studies, Moscow, Russia.

Dao, N., 2015. Rubber plantations in the Northwest: rethinking the concept of land grabs
in Vietnam. J. Peasant Stud. 42 (2), 347–369.

DBRC, 2008. Report No. 280/2008/BC-CSDB of DBRC sent to Muong Pon CPC about
rubber plantation damage dated December 06, 2008, Dien Bien Phu.

DBRC, 2018a. Report No. 34/BC-CSDB of business results in 2017 and business plan for
2018, Dien Bien Phu.

DBRC, 2018b. Report No. 117/BC-CSDB regarding the situation of signing the land
contribution contract between DBRC and land contributors by 2017, Dien Bien Phu.

Deininger, K., Byerlee, D., Lindsay, J., Norton, A., Selod, H., Stickler, M., 2011. Rising
Global Interest in Farmland: Can it yield sustainable and equitable benefits? The
World Bank, Washington, DC.

Dien Bien PPC, 2014. Memorandum of Understanding between Dien Bien PPC and VRG of
benefit-sharing mechanisms between Land Contributors and Dien Bien Rubber
Company, Dien Bien Phu.

Dien Bien DARD, 2017. Report No. 522/2017/BC-SNN about situation of rubber devel-
opment in Dien Bien province, Dien Bien Phu.

Dien Bien General Statistic Office, 2018. Statistical Yearbook of Dien Bien Province in
2017. Statistical Publishing House, Hanoi.

Dien Bien PCP, 2007. Notice No. 355/TB-TU of Dien Bien Provincial Communist Party
issuing orientations for rubber development in Dien Bien Province, Dien Bien Phu.

Dien Bien PPC, 2007. Decision No. 331/QD-UBND of Provincial People' Committee for
establishment Rubber Development Steering Committee, Dien Bien Phu.

Dien Bien PPC, 2008. Decision No. 25/2008/QD-UBND about the promulgating the in-
terim policies on development rubber in Dien Bien Province, Dien Bien Phu.

Dien Bien PPC, 2009. Decision No. 1305/2009/QD-UBND of Dien Bien PPC for improving
rubber development planning in Dien Bien province period 2008-2020, Dien Bien
Phu.

Dien Bien PPC, 2011a. Decision No. 16/2011/QD-UBND of Dien Bien PPC about policies
supporting for rubber development period 2008-2020, Dien Bien Phu.

Dien Bien PPC, 2011b. Guideline No. 918/2011/HDLN-SNN-STN-STC about im-
plementation guideline policies for rubber development subsidies period 2008-2020,
Dien Bien Phu.

Dien Bien Provincial People's Council, 2008. Resolution No.144/2008/NQ-HDND ap-
proved master planning and support policies for rubber develoment in Dien Bien
province. Dien Bien Phu.

Do, K.C., Nguyen, P.L., Luu, V.D., 2015. Implementation of Poverty Reduction Policies:
An Analysis of National Targeted Program for Poverty Reduction in the Northwest
Region of Vietnam. Int. J. Bus. Soc. Sci. 6 (9), 76–86.

Dwyer, M.B., 2013. Building the Politics Machine: Tools for ‘Resolving’ the Global Land
Grab. Develop. Change 44 (2), 309–333.

Edelman, M., Oya, C., Borras, S.M., 2013. Global Land Grabs: historical processes, the-
oretical and methodological implications and current trajectories. Third World Quart.
34 (9), 1517–1531.

Fairbairn, M., 2013. Indirect Dispossession: Domestic Power Imbalances and Foreign
Access to Land in Mozambique. Develop. Change 44 (2), 335–356.

Feldman, S., Geisler, C., 2012. Land expropriation and displacement in Bangladesh. J.
Peasant Stud. 39 (3–4), 971–993.

Gillespie, J., 2014. Narrating land disputes in three Vietnamese communities. In: Fu, H.,
Gillespie, J. (Eds.), Resolving Land Disputes in East Asia: Exploring the Limits of Law.
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 291–314.

Global Witness, 2013. Rubber Barons: How Vietnamese Companies and International
Financiers are Driving a Land Grabbing Crisis in Cambodia and Laos. Global Witness
Limited, London.

Gonda, N., 2019. Land grabbing and the making of an authoritarian populist regime in
Hungary. J. Peasant Stud. 46 (3), 606–625.

GSO, 2016. The Agrocensus Survey in 2015, Hanoi.
Hak, S., McAndrew, J., Neef, A., 2018. Impact of government policies and corporate land

grabs on indigenous people's access to common lands and livelihood resilience in
Northeast Cambodia. Land 2018 (7), 122.

Hall, D., 2011. Land grabs, land control, and Southeast Asian crop booms. J. Peasant Stud.
38 (4), 837–857.

L. Van Duy, et al. Geoforum 114 (2020) 89–106

105

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2020.06.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2020.06.009
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0075
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0095
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0125
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0165
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0170
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0175
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0185
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0190
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0190
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0190
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0195
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0195
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0195
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0200
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0200
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0210
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0210
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0210
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0215
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0215


Harms, E., 2013. Eviction time in the new Saigon: Temporalities of displacement in the
rubble of development. Cult. Anthropol. 28 (2), 344–368.

Hieu, N.T.N., 2007. Nghiên cứu phát triển công tác xuất khẩu cao su của Tập đoàn Cao su
Việt Nam đến năm 2015. Ho Chi Minh University of Economics, Ho Chi Minh City,
pp. 140.

Kaag, M., Zoomers, A., 2014. The Global Land Grab: Beyond the Hype. Fernwood
Publishing, Manitoba.

Kenney-Lazar, M., 2012. Plantation rubber, land grabbing and social-property transfor-
mation in southern Laos. J. Peasant Stud. 39 (3–4), 1017–1037.

Kyeyune, V., Turner, S., 2016. Yielding to high yields? Critiquing food security definitions
and policy implications for ethnic minority livelihoods in upland Vietnam. Geoforum
71, 33–43.

Laungaramsri, P., 2012. Frontier capitalism and the expansion of rubber plantations in
southern Laos. J. Southeast Asian Stud. 43 (3), 463–477.

Lavers, T., 2012. Patterns of agrarian transformation in Ethiopia: State-mediated com-
mercialisation and the ‘land grab’. J. Peasant Stud. 39 (3–4), 795–822.

Le, T., Quang, N.H., 2014. An historical overview of Vietnamese land law and dispute
resolution. In: Fu, H., Gillespie, J. (Eds.), Resolving Land Disputes in East Asia:
Exploring the Limits of Law. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, pp. 275–290.

Lentz, C.C., 2011. Mobilizing a prontier: Dien Bien Phu and the marking of Vietnam,
1945–1955. Cornell University, New York.

Lu, J.N., 2017. Tapping into rubber: China’s opium replacement program and rubber
production in Laos. J. Peasant Stud. 44 (4), 726–747.

MARD, 2007. Document 3492/2007/BNN-TT dated 20 December 2007 by MARD sent to
Prime Minister regarding plocies for rubber plantation in Northwest provinces,
Hanoi, Vietnam.

MARD, 2008. Decision 2855/BNN-KHCN dated 17 September 2008 announcing rubber as
a multiple purpose tree, Hanoi, Vietnam.

Margulis, M.E., McKeon, N., Borras, S.M., 2013. Land grabbing and global governance:
critical perspectives. Globalizations 10 (1), 1–23.

McGee, T., 2011. Foreword. In: Michaud, J., Forsyth, T. (Eds.), Moving mountains:
Ethnicity and livelihoods in Highland China, Vietnam and Laos. University of British
Columbia Press, Vancouver.

Mellac, M., 2014. Allocating Land Rights to Individuals as a Path to Development? The
Case of Vietnam, 2014 World Bank conference on Land and Poverty, Washington DC,
United States.

Michaud, J., 2009. Handling mountain minorities in China, Vietnam and Laos: from
history to current concerns. Asian Ethnicity 10 (1), 25–49.

Moreda, T., 2017. Large-scale land acquisitions, state authority and indigenous local
communities: insights from Ethiopia. Third World Quart. 38 (3), 698–716.

National Assembly, 2013. The Law on Land No.45/2013/QH13 Hanoi.
Nolte, K., Voget-Kleschin, L., 2014. Consultation in large-scale land acquisitions: An

evaluation of three cases in mali. World Dev. 64, 654–668.
Painter, M., 2005. The politics of state sector reforms in Vietnam: contested agendas and

uncertain trajectories. J. Develop. Stud. 41 (2), 261–283.
Peluso, N.L., Lund, C., 2011. New frontiers of land control: Introduction. J. Peasant Stud.

38 (4), 667–681.
Pham, V.H., MacAulay, T.G., Marsh, S.P., 2007. The economics of land fragmentation in

the north of Vietnam. Aust. J. Agric. Resour. Econ. 51 (2), 195–211.
Phuc, N.Q., Westen, A.C.M.v., Zoomers, A., 2014. Agricultural land for urban develop-

ment: The process of land conversion in Central Vietnam. Habitat Int. 41, 1–7.
Porsani, J., Börjeson, L., Lehtilä, K., 2017. Land concessions and rural livelihoods in

Mozambique: The gap between anticipated and real benefits of a chinese investment
in the Limpopo Valley. J. Southern Afr. Stud. 43 (6), 1181–1198.

Prime Minister, 2009. Decision 750/QĐ-TTg dated 3 June 2009 by the Prime Minister to

approve the rubber plantation development master plan to 2015 and the vision to
2020, Hanoi.

Scott, J.C., 2009. The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland
Southeast Asia. Yale University Press, New Haven, CT.

Shete, M., Rutten, M., 2015. Impacts of large-scale farming on local communities’ food
security and income levels – Empirical evidence from Oromia Region, Ethiopia. Land
Use Policy 47, 282–292.

Sikor, T., 2011. Land Allocations in Vietnam’s Uplands: Negotiating Property and
Authority. In: Sikor, T., Tuyến, N.P., Sowerwine, J., Romm, J. (Eds.), Upland
Transformations in Vietnam. NUS Press, pp. 146–162.

Sikor, T., 2012. Tree plantations, politics of possession and the absence of land grabs in
Vietnam. J. Peasant Stud. 39 (3–4), 1077–1101.

Smalley, R., Corbera, E., 2012. Large-scale land deals from the inside out: findings from
Kenya's Tana Delta. J. Peasant Stud. 39 (3–4), 1039–1075.

Sowerwine, J., 2004. Territorialisation and the Politics of Highland Landscapes in
Vietnam: Negotiating Property Relations in Policy. Mean. Pract. Conserv. Soc. 2 (1),
97–136.

To, P., Mahanty, S., Wells-Dang, A., 2019. From “Land to the Tiller” to the “New
Landlords”? The Debate over Vietnam’s Latest Land Reforms. Land 2019 (8), 120.

To, X.P., Tran, H.N., 2014. Rubber expansion and forest protection in Vietnam. Tropenbos
International Viet Nam and Forest Trends.

Tran, D.M., Fallon, W., 2016. Leadership in Vietnamese state owned enterprises (SOEs).
Asia-Pac. J. Bus. Administ. 8 (1), 21–36.

Tran, D.V., 2008. Sustainable development of Vietnam rubber sector in the integration of
international economy. Center Agric. Res. Ecol. Stud. (CARES) 1–18.

Tran, T.T.H., To, X.P., Nguyen, T.Q., Cao, T.C., 2018. Vietnam Rubber Industry: Current
status and sustainable development solutions. VRA, VIFORES, Forest Trends,
Hochiminh.

Turner, S., 2012. Making a living the Hmong Way: an actor-oriented livelihoods approach
to everyday politics and resistance in upland Vietnam. Ann. Assoc. Am. Geogr. 102
(2), 403–422.

Ty, P.H., Phuc, N.Q., Westen, G.V., 2014. Vietnam in the debate on land grabbing: con-
version of agricultural land for urban expansion and hydropower development. In:
Kaag, M., Zoomers, A. (Eds.), The Global Land Grab: Beyond the Hype. Fernwood
Publishing, Manitoba, pp. 135–151.

Visser, O., Spoor, M., 2011. Land grabbing in post-Soviet Eurasia: the world’s largest
agricultural land reserves at stake. J. Peasant Stud. 31 (1), 299–323.

Von Braun, J., Meinzen-Dick, R., 2009. “Land grabbing’’ by foreign investors in devel-
oping countries: risks and opportunities. International Food Policy Research Institute,
Washington, DC.

VRG, 2016. Initial results of rubber plantation in Northewest, Special issue of VRG’s
Magazine Online.

VRG, 2018. VRG’s annual report in 2017. Vietnam Rubber Group, Ho Chi Minh, Vietnam.
VRG, 2019. VRG’s annual report in 2018. Vietnam Rubber Group, Ho Chi Minh, Vietnam.
Wells-Dang, A., Tu, P.Q., Burke, A., 2015. Agrarian Change and Land Tenure in Vietnam

through a Political Economy Lens, Land grabbing, conflict and agrarian‐environ-
mental transformations: Perspectives from East and Southeast Asia, Chiang Mai,
Thailand.

Wolford, W., Borras, S.M., Hall, R., Scoones, I., White, B., 2013. Governing Global Land
Deals: The Role of the State in the Rush for Land. Develop. Change 44 (2), 189–210.

Xu, Y., 2018. Land grabbing by villagers? Insights from intimate land grabbing in the rise
of industrial tree plantation sector in Guangxi, China. Geoforum 96, 141–149.

Zoomers, A., 2010. Globalisation and the foreignisation of space: seven processes driving
the current global land grab. J. Peasant Stud. 37 (2), 429–447.

L. Van Duy, et al. Geoforum 114 (2020) 89–106

106

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0220
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0220
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0230
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0230
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0235
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0235
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0240
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0240
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0240
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0245
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0245
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0250
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0250
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0255
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0255
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0255
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0260
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0260
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0265
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0265
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0280
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0280
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0285
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0285
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0285
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0295
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0295
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0300
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0300
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0310
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0310
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0315
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0315
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0320
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0320
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0325
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0325
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0335
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0335
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0335
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0345
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0345
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0350
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0350
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0350
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0355
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0355
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0355
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0360
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0360
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0365
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0365
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0370
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0370
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0370
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0375
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0375
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0390
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0390
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0400
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0400
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0400
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0405
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0405
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0405
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0405
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0410
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0410
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0415
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0415
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0415
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0425
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0430
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0440
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0440
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0445
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0445
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0450
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0016-7185(20)30159-7/h0450

	Are socialist domestic land grabs egalitarian? Insights from a case involving a rubber plantation in Dien Bien Province, Vietnam
	Introduction
	Grabber identity: the positioning of domestic SOE investors
	Background: The conjunctures of domestic land grabs in Vietnam
	The transition of land control in Vietnam: The socialist land tenure system and the adhesion between the State and SOEs
	The rise of rubber plantations in Dien Bien Province

	Research site and methods
	Research site
	Research methods

	Results
	Actors involved and their discourses/incentives on land acquisition
	Land acquisition on the ground: how different actors exercise control over the land
	Changes in land use and control: Consequences of domestic SOE land grabs

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Author declarations
	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	Acknowledgments
	Supplementary material
	References




