Ethnic Minorities

The statistical poverty profile above showed that expenditure per capita among ethnic minority households was 14 lower than for Kinh or Chinese households, even if all other household and community characteristics were the same. And generally, they are not. Ethnic minority households are larger and have more children than the average. The education rates of household heads and spouses are lower too. And endowments in terms of housing and other assets are below average as well. The compounded effect of all these characteristics is such that minority households are dramatically poorer. 

There is also evidence that the overall relationship between household characteristics and poverty is not the same among ethnic minorities as among the Kinh and Chinese population groups (van de Walle & Gunewardena, 2000). Part of the difference can be attributed to “quality gaps”. For instance, the education received by the ethnic minority population could be of lesser quality. But part of it could be due to differences in behavior, including the communal use of  land.

The extent of deprivation is not the same across all ethnic minorities, however. Poverty rates vary considerably from group to group, as shown in Figure 2.2. The variation in food poverty is even more striking, with more than 86 percent of the Bana not being able to afford the food consumption basket, compared to 21 percent among the Tay. Among six poorest ethnic groups, four groups (Ba-na, Gia-rai, E-de, and Co-ho) are in the Central Highlands and two (H’mong, Muong) are in the Northern Mountains.

Figure 2.2: Poverty Rates across Ethnic Groups in 2002
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Note:
Poverty rates were computed only for ethnic minority groups with at least 100 observations in the sample of the 2002 VHLSS.

Source:
Estimated based on 2002 VHLSS.
The fortunes of ethnic minorities vary considerably by region, though in all regions more than 50 percent of the ethnic minority population lives in poverty (Figure 2.3). Those living in the Mekong Delta have experienced a steady decline in poverty and have the lowest rate of ethnic minority poverty of all regions. Of the ethnic minority groups living in the uplands, those in the Northern Mountains have enjoyed the steadiest improvement in well-being. Their incidence of poverty is now lower than in any of the other mountainous regions. At the other end, poverty has increased among the ethnic minority population living in the Central Highlands. More than 80 percent of these people were living in poverty in 2002. The PPA in Dak Lak discusses many reasons why this has happened, but one of the most dominant is the fall in coffee prices, which has been associated with indebtedness and distress sales of land for some. The PPA also raises problems related to the representation of local populations in decision-making bodies and other governance-related questions which are described in more depth in Chapter 11. 

About fifteen percent of Vietnam’s ethnic minority population live either in the North Central Coast, the South Central Coast or the South East regions. The small representation of these groups in the sample of the 2002 VHLSS makes it unreliable to separate out trends by individual region. Collectively, however, these ethnic groups remain extremely poor. About three quarters of these people have expenditures below the poverty line and there has been only slow improvement over the last decade.

Figure 2.3: Poverty Rates among Ethnic Minorities by Region
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Source:
Estimated based on 1993 VLSS, 1998 VLSS and 2002 VHLSS.
The share of ethnic minorities among the poor is also increasing steadily, from 20 percent in 1993 to more than 30 percent by 2002. A forecast that will be discussed in Chapter 4 suggests that by 2010 the share could be as high as 42 percent. The upward trend is even stronger if food poverty is considered instead. The share of ethnic minorities among the food-poor increased from less than 30 percent in 1993 to almost 50 percent in 2002. It could become as high as 67 percent in 2010. Over the current decade, therefore, poverty in Vietnam will become mostly associated with ethnic minorities.

Why are ethnic minorities so poor, and why is their poverty so persistent? Answering these questions is central to the agenda for poverty reduction in Vietnam. So far, the data suggest a range of interwoven disadvantages and deprivations. Cutting one or two strands of this “net” may make a small hole that some households can use as an exit route. For some of the poorer groups, however, positive change is likely to require simultaneous progress in a number of areas.

Poverty among ethnic minorities also appears overwhelmingly high when considering other indicators of well-being, apart from the level of expenditure per capita. Ethnic minorities are less well-educated than their Kinh and Chinese counterparts. Though the indicators are improving, they are still way behind. Primary school enrolment rates for ethnic minority children have stabilized at about 80 percent, approximately 12 percentage points behind their non-ethnic counterparts (see Chapter 5). Gaps are larger for secondary education. Recent studies attribute Poverty rate (%) those gaps to poor infrastructure and accessibility, language and cultural barriers, limited quality of teachers, low suitability of the curriculum, and the perception that returns to education are low (UNDP & Poverty Task Force, 2002; DFID & Poverty Task Force, 2002).

Health-related indicators also lag behind. Table 2.1, based on data from the 2002 Vietnam National Health Survey (VNHS), reveals that both boys and girls are better nourished than they were four years ago. But it also shows the striking gaps in malnutrition between the majority population and ethnic groups in mountainous areas. Approximately 23 percent of all ethnic minority children are underweight for their age. The proportion is even higher among ethnic people in the Northern Mountains (34 percent) and in the Central Coast and the Central Highlands (45 percent). The degree of malnutrition for these groups is also more severe. One quarter of underweight ethnic minority children in the Central Coast and Central Highlands suffer from level 2 or level 3 malnutrition. Only one tenth of underweight Vietnamese children suffer from malnutrition of this severity. Patterns are similar for other measures of child nutritional status.

Recent data on reproductive health also show worrying disparities by location. Attendance by health workers at deliveries is improving for Vietnam as a whole and for some regions. But for the mountainous areas the data suggest that the proportion of births attended by health workers could even be dropping. Table 2.1 shows that 65 percent of women in the Northwest and 40 percent of women in the Central Highlands gave birth at home with no professional assistance. Although this is not reported in the table, disaggregating the findings by ethnicity indicates that three quarters of ethnic minority women in the Central Coast and Central Highlands delivered their children at home without medical help, compared to only 17 percent at the national level. A traditional reluctance to involve male health workers in the birth is an important factor for not seeking medical assistance. This is particularly problematic in remote mountainous areas, where it is difficult to recruit female health workers. Women also cite distance to medical facilities as a reason for delivering at home.

Table 2.1: Social Indicators in Ethnic Minority Areas

Proportion of children under 5 who are wasted (low weight for age) in 2002

Ethnicity
Boys
Girls
Urban
Rural
Total
1998

All groups
25.1
26.3
14.8
28.4
25.7
35.6

Kinh and Chinese
22.5
23.9
13.9
25.9
23.2


Northern Mountains               ethnic minority
33.6
35.0
19.0
34.9
34.3


Central Coast and Central Highlands ethnic minority
45.5
45.1
33.8
46.7
45.3


Proportion of women who gave birth at home with no assistance from qualified health workers in 2002

Region
Rural
Urban
Total
1997

All Vietnam
3.0
20.2
16.6
23

Northeast


32.6
}42

Northwest


64.6


Central Highlands


40.3
36

Source: 
Figures for 2002 are from the VNHS (preliminary results); figures for 1998 are from the VLSS; figures for 1997 are from National Committee for Population and Family Planning (1999).

The vast majority of ethnic minority people in Vietnam are farmers. Only 13 percent of them are engaged in wage employment, compared to almost one third for the population as a whole. In addition, only one tenth of them has a household business as their most important source of income, compared to nearly one quarter for the Vietnamese population as whole. Therefore, land represents an extremely important asset to ethnic minorities. Data show that ethnic minorities in general have similar holdings of annual cropland in terms of area to Vietnamese farmers. And they have more forestry land too. But they tend to have lower allocations of perennial land, which plays an important role in allowing farming households to diversify its income sources. In PPA sites, unresolved land disputes were raised as issues. Some of these disputes may be caused by migration: the share of Vietnam’s population that lives in the Central Highlands has gone up from less than four percent in 1998 to almost six percent in 2002, while at the same time the share of ethnic minorities decreased from 45 to 39 percent. This suggests substantial migration of Kinh groups to the Central Highlands.

