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ABSTRACT

The Khmer people are one of four ethnic groups who live in the Mekong Delta
region of Vietnam, and represent around 1.3 million of the country’s 86 million
people. However, they account for a relatively large proportion of the poor when
compared to other groups, with 53% of them considered to be living below the
poverty line (General Census of Population and Housing, 2009). Several national
programs have been implemented in order to improve the lives of poor Khmer people;
for example, in An Giang Province where 35% of the majority Khmer people are
considered poor, agricultural development initiatives Program 134" and provincial
resolution number 25° have been in place since 2005, their objectives being
agricultural modernization, house building, providing financial credit for husbandry
activities and creating employment opportunities through the use of vocational
training courses. The aims of this study are: (1) to understand the notion of poverty

reduction from the perspectives of different actors, (2) to examine the marginalization

! Program number 134: Decision number 134/2004/QD-TT, dated 20" July 2004. Provides poor
ethnic groups in difficulty with land for building houses and offers them access to clean water.

2 Resolution number 25: As per 25/DA-UBND in 8" December 2008 at the An Giang provincial level,
through resolution 74/2008/QD-TTg passed on 9" June 2008. Here the Vietnamese government aims to
provide occupational support for the ethnic minorities.
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experienced by poor Khmer people in the study area at the hands of national poverty
reduction programs, and (3) to analyze the local people’s practices in terms of dealing

with the impacts of government interventions.

Based on field data collected in a Khmer farming village in An Giang
Province, | argue that different social actors have multi-faceted definitions of poverty.
The ethnic people define their own impoverished situation in terms of their economic,
cultural and social positions, and in particular in relation to their level of landlessness.
Meanwhile development intellectuals state that that poverty among the ethnic
minorities is due to a low level of education, which leads a lack of involvement in
business activities, an inability to manage family finances and a reluctance to apply

for official jobs.

To the extent that the Khmer people in the study area suffer hardship, no
matter what kind of situation they are in, state intervention may bring them both
advantages and disadvantages. My research focuses on the unfavorable conditions the
Khmer people have suffered during the above-mentioned projects’ implementation,
due to exhaustion and injury caused by having to operate agricultural machinery and
due to the uncertainty caused by the lack of employment opportunities available.
Furthermore, these people have had only limited opportunity to participate in the local
decision-making process and have received uneven levels of support from the

projects, and have thus had to depend on external assistance.

Drawing upon household surveys as well as extensive interviews carried out
during my field work project, here I analyze the local Khmer people as they struggle
to cope with their life circumstances, and argue that they have been neither passive
nor awaited government intervention but instead have changed, adapted and
diversified their livelihood activities according to their own capacities. As part of this,
social relations have been their most important capital asset in terms of helping to
enhance livelihood security, yet, compared to the poor Vietnamese residents, the
Khmers still seem even more excluded, more vulnerable and more insecure in terms

of attempting to escape poverty.
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It is therefore important that poverty alleviation programs should be designed
to cope with all types of poverty, and especially in times of difficulty, programs
should be carefully designed so that they help the poor to mobilize their assets and
avoid increased vulnerability. If planners are to offer appropriate assistance to poor
people struggling for their survival, they must first acquire a better understanding of
the lives of those they wish to assist, for it is clear from my case studies here that there
are many types of poor, people, each with their specific problems and unique
responses to them.
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