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Abstract 
 
In late 2009, the Prosperity Initiative conducted a qualitative study of farmer experiences in the 
bamboo sector of two Communes in Thanh Hóa Province, Vi֓ t Nam. The study built upon the findings 
of the 2009 Bamboo Impact Assessment (Baulch, et al., 2009) and focussed farmers, collectors and 
workshops perceptions of change in recent years. The qualitative study highlights five issues arising 
from farmer interpretations of change:  
 
a] farmers and local government officials see bamboo as a crop of central importance to the 
livelihoods of the region, and of particular importance for the poor;  
b] while a robust trading network for bamboo culms in the area, there is little variation in prices or 
competition between collects;  
c] for most poor households, trade with village collectors is based on advance payments and debt, an 
issue that has not been documented in previous PI studies. Understanding the dynamics of these 
paymentsτand the role of credit within the trading network, is important in designing programs to 
support the bamboo value chain;  
d] while it is generally acknowledged that the management of bamboo plots in the area is sub-
optimal, poor farmers have few short term incentives to upgrade the quality of their plantation 
through more carefully managed harvesting. The poorest households are caught in a trap of 
depending on their bamboo plots to meet day to day expenses, and cannot wait for their plots to 
regenerate, instead cutting bamboo culms increasingly young with negative impacts on price and 
sustainability;  
e] finally, little institutional suppor existx for bamboo farmers. Local agricultural extension programs 
focus on rice and animal husbandry, and the small extension programs that are available to farmers 
through NGOs are small in scale and in reach.  
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1 Introduction 
 
The goal of this report is to offer a summary of two weeks of qualitative research with bamboo 
farmers conducted in Quan Hóa and Bá ThҼc֧ Districts of Thanh Hóa province. The goal of the 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ mainly quantitative 2009 
Impact Assessment of ongoing interventions in Vi֓ t NamΩǎ ōŀƳōƻƻ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ (Baulch et al., 2009), which 
aim to increase farmer income and livelihoods. The focus of this study is on documenting farmer 
interpretations of recent changes in the sector and in their lives.  
 
The 2009 Bamboo Impact Assessment is based on a panel survey of 210 households and 110 bamboo 
traders in three districts in Thanh Hóa. The report indicates that bamboo activities are ranked third 
amongst households, (after irrigated rice and poultry) in terms of its importance as an economic 
activity. More than 80% of the households cultivated bamboo, with 66% of these households 
harvesting culms at least once a year and 20% harvesting it monthly or quarterly. The median yield of 
the main species of bamboo, luong (Dendrocalmus barbatus) was 286 culms per hectare.  
 
Thanh Hóa in recent years has seen a growing number of traders, collectors and processors in the 
luong value chain. At the same time, the 2009 survey found that most households tend to sell their 
luong only to one buyer, and most carry culms on their shoulders to the point of sale. Most of the 
buying took place within communes (82%) and less than 25% of the bamboo sold was processed into 
high value products. The survey concludes that the extreme poverty (using the international poverty 
line of $1.25/day) in these districts has decreased from 61% in 2006 to 55% in 2008.  Household 
incomes were approximately $231 an annum higher among households with luong than without 
ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭǳƻƴƎέ (Baulch et al., 2009, p. 2).  
 
The report further estimates that if luong prices increase to $50/ton and its yields reach a sustainable 
level (approximately 600 culms per hectare), the percentage of people living in extreme povertyτthat 
is, below $1.25 per day poverty lineτwould fall from 49% in 2008 to 33% in 2015. In other words 
62,000 people will leave extreme poverty. If luong prices go up to $67/ton, poverty will reduce to 32% 
translating to 13,500 more people leaving poverty by 2020. These projections are bound to increase if 
the $2/day poverty line is used (Baulch et al., 2009). 
 
The primary goals of this qualitative research was to add depth to the findings of the Impact 
Assessment study and to probe deeper into some of the ΨƘƻǿΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿƘȅΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ 
motivates farmers to make decisions regarding their luong cultivation practices. The key research 
questions, as laid out at the outset of the survey (See Appendix 1 for a full description) were: 
 

1. Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ōŀƳōƻƻ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŦŀǊƳ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΩ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΚ 
2. When and why do farmers chose to cut bamboo? 
3. How are relationships between farmers and buyers structured? How as PI changed this? 
4. What government resources do households draw upon for bamboo development? 
5. What are householdsΩ future plans? 

 
This report documents accounts of change in the voices of farmers, workers, collectors and workshop 
owners themselves. For this reason, whenever possible, direct quotes are used to explain changes and 
interpretations of events.  Finally, the report attempts to account for relationships between various 
actors in the bamboo trading network in a way that quantitative many surveys cannot.   
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2 Review of Study Sites 
 
The two communes chosen for study were Xuân Phú, in Quan Hóa District and ThiԒt KԒ in Bá ThҼc֧. 
They were chosen largely because both were relatively close to bamboo traders and workshops, and 
had similar extent of cultivated bamboo. Xuân Phú, however, was much more commercialized, with a 
larger number of workshops and far more bamboo sales.  
 
Table 1: Basic Information on ThiԒt KԒ and Xuân Phú Communes 

 

 

Unit 

 

ThiԒt KԒ 

 

Xuân Phú 

Number of Villages Villages 5 4 

Total Land Area Ha 2,812.83 2,446.33 

Population Density Person/Square km 108.96 60.98 

Main ethnic groups  

Households 

Muong      95 
Thai           3 
Kinh           2 

Muong 35 
Thai 50 
Kinh 15 

Number of bamboo 
collectors 

Collectors 8 5 

Number ofprocessing 
workshops 

Workshops 1 5 

Mean culm sales per 
household 

Culms/year 3415.00 1023056.00 
 

 

See Map 1 (next page) for the location of the two study communes. ThiԒt KԒ, though located along the 
road approximately 10 kilometers from Xuân Phú, has poorer infrastructure, making access to luong 
forests much more difficult (which in large part serves to explain the divergent levels of 
commercialization). It is notable that because both Communes were located reasonably close to a 
major road highway and to workshops in Xuân Phú, the sample did not capture the lives of households 
in more far flung villages. This was in part a result of errors during the purposeful sampling procedure, 
during which the team overestimated the distance from ThiԒt KԒ from the central workshops in Quan 
Hóa district. 
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Map 1: Location of ThiԒt KԒ and Xuân Phú communes 

 

3 Methodology 
 
Research for this report was conducted in two one week trips in late November and December of 
2009. A small team of seven interviewers from PI (Nguyen Thi Phuong Dung, Vu Hoang Linh, Pham Thi 
Lien Huong) the Cooperative for Rural Development (CRD) (Le Van Dung, Nguyen Thi Thu Phuong, Le 
Thanh Yen) and Hadava (Dang Dinh Tam, Nguyen Thi Thuyet) conducted interviews with the support 
of local government officials in arranging logistics. Jim Delaney, the main author of this report, served 
as team leader and led training and analysis. The methods used combined semi-structured interviews 
with some group-oriented tools derived from participatory rural research methods (Bailey, White, & 
Pain, 1999; Patton, 2002). 
 

¶ Group interviews (12) ς Group interviews were conducted at the outset of each research period. 
Two tools were used: first, a local bamboo mapping exercise; and second; a Venn Diagramming 
exercise. The former was used to gain a quick understanding of the area, and to begin to discuss 
key trends in the local bamboo sector. Venn diagrams were used to discuss local perceptions of 
institutions and the importance of different institutions (including both government institutions 
and private sector actors such as collectors and traders). In both cases, the visual diagrams were 
used as a method to promote discussion rather than to create an output that could descibe a 
reaity ς i.e. there was no attempt made to draw maps to scale. 

¶ Historical interviews (6) ς Oral histories were conducted with 3 elders in Xuân Phú Commune. The 
team found these quite informative, and increased their number in Theit Ke to 9. 
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¶ Farmer interviews (24) ςin Xuân 
Phú, interviews were conducted 
separately with both the man and 
woman of the household. This was 
changed during the second phase of 
fieldwork in Xuân Phú due to a fear of 
repetition and onerous burdens on 
household respondents. In the second 
phase, a series of five interviews were 
added with females while not 
interviewing their husbands. These 
interviews focused much more clearly 
on gender dynamics. 

 
Image 1: Farmers in a mapping session 

 

¶ Collectors and Traders interviews (4) ς In total 4 interviews were held with collectors (with an 
additional collector being captured during farmer interviews) and one held with a large trader. The 
team planned to visit a number of other large traders, but were unable to time constraint and 
administrative procedures. 

¶ Workshops visits (2) ς one processing workshop was visited in Xuân Phú, and one trading 
cooperative that had engaged in processing activities was visited in ThiԒt KԒ. An additional 5 
interviews conducted by the Team Leader in the previous three months are used to further flesh 
out these findings. 

  
Interviews were conducted in Vi֓ t Namese, which, while a second language to most households 
interviewed (who were primarily of Thai and Muong ethnicity), is universally spoken and understood 
in the area. Typically, two people from the research team conducted each interview, with one acting 
as the main interviewer and the second as a note taker and recorder. Pairs were split with one man 
and one women, with the male taking the lead in interviewing male farmers and the female leading 
interviews with women. An additional attempt was made, whenever possible, to team one interview 
member from PI with a CRD or Hadava staff who was much more familiar with the local context. All 
interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed and coded using the TAMS (Text Analysis Markup 
System) system in Vietnamese (Weinstein, 2010).  
 
The research began with a two day training held in Hanoi during November 2009, during which team 
members developed research questions and the tools to be used for data collection. During the 
research process itself, nightly team debriefings were held to specify key lessons learned and when 
necessary to tweak questions and methods.  In January 2010, an analysis workshop was held during 
which all researchers were invited to Hanoi to examine preliminary themes and offer interpretations. 
Many of the interpretations written here stem directly from this workshop and the evening review 
sessions held during the field research. 
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Stories of change 
 
The second PI Impact Assessment exercise noted significant changes in poverty in the region, at least 
some of which can be attributed to income derived from luong. This section documents farmer 
perceptions of these changes, including the perceived role of luong in reducing poverty at the 
household, village and communes scales. It should be noted, however, that these qualitative 
interviews can do little quantify these changes let alone attribute them to PI.1  Instead, the focus here 
ƛǎ ƻƴ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ perceptions of change. Attending to perceptions and interpretations leads to two issues 
that should be kept in mind while reading the points below. First, it is quite difficult for most farmers 
to identify qualitative changes in their lives that have taken place in the past two to three years. The 
changes that are more easily apparent are ones that have taken place over decades, which is borne 
out below in farmer voices and stories.  
 
Second, it can at times be difficult for farmers to distinguish between what changes in their lives can 
be attributed to bamboo income versus other activities. Indeed, as can be seen below, most farmers 
that spoke of major changes in their lives in the past few years could only do so when speaking of 
higher-income activities, such as off-farm employment and livestock. The language often used by 
farmers themselves was that of what it tƻƻƪ ǘƻ άōŜŎƻƳŜ ǊƛŎƘέ (giau) rather than reduce poverty. As 
will be discussed below, this points to aspirations that have, along with Vi֓ t NamΩǎ ǊǳǊŀƭ 
transformation, increased in recent years. 
 
That the quantitative measures of poverty used in the IAR differ at times from the voices of farmers 
themselves is unsurprising, and is a finding borne out in numerous other studies of poverty and socio-
economic change (see Ravallion, 2003). One of the key differences between the two is the use of an 
absolute poverty line in the IAR ($1.25 USD per day in 2005 PPP terms), and farmersΩ tendencies to use 
a relative poverty line.2 At the same time, it should be highlighted that farmer perceptions of their 
own poverty, and perceptions of the potential role of bamboo in moving them out of poverty, are 
important. As is discussed further below, these perceptions structure farmers willingness to invest in 
their bamboo plots, and their approach to entering into trading relationships. 
 

3.1 Changes in recent years 
 

 
Image 2: Farmer on her bamboo plot 

                                                           
1
 For further notes on attribution, see (Baulch et al., 2009, p. 6) 

2
 See (Kanbur & Squire, 1999) for a review of poverty definitions and their implications. 
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During interviews, farmers spoke of numerous changes of the past three years, including increased 
prices for bamboo and, at times, more buyers. Increases in prices were seen as being important to the 
wellbeing of farmers, though very few could identify significant changes in their lives that derived from 
bamboo income alone. On the other hand, the increase in the number of workshops was often 
highlighted as having a visible and significant impact on the quality of farmersΩ lives, not only because 
they provide an important source of off-farm income for some households but also because they 
provide a new purchaser for bamboo. As noted below, workshops purchase bamboo culms at slightly 
higher prices than collectors, but more importantly, purchase a wider range of bamboo culms, 
including small culms and those that are not straight. In the words of one farmer, who had been asked 
about recent changes: 

 
άΧΦƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ 
do not. I think that the biggest resource for local people now is that the government is giving 
poor people loans; poor people can now borrow, and people that are not so poor can also 
borrow. This has helped a lot of people to buy baffalo and cattle, and plant a number of 
different trees. That is the first thing. The second thing is that people have been able to buy 
some equipment do the house, like motorbikes and televisions, and things like that. That is 
really the only resource that people have been able to draw upon to develop their livelihoods. 
¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƭΦέ ό¢Y-F-1) 

 
Changes at the household level in the past three years were most often documented as being 
relatively minor.  A small number of farmers noted that they were able to purchase consumer 
durables such as televisions and motorbikes, but this was a minority, with most farmers reporting that 
their lives were essentially the same.3 The IAR indicates that roughly one quarter of households have 
purchased assets in the past three years, in particular telephones and televisions purchased in 2008.   
 
Many farmers had considerable difficulty reflecting on changes in the past three years (since the 
baseline survey) and most often simply replied that their lives were the same or, in some cases due to 
sickness or other calamities, worse. In fact, many farmers were generally dismissive of the proposition 
that luong had played a significant role in improving their lives in recent years. In the words of one 
farmer: 
 

άΧƳȅ ƭƛŦŜ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ L ŀƳ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎƛŎƪ ŀƴŘ ƘǳǊǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ L ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ Řƻ 
is gather luong. I do not work off the farm, or raise animals, or do other things that could make 
ƳŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ ό¢Y-F-1) 

 
In general, farmers were often dismissive of the potential of luong to improve their lives dramatically: 
 

ά[ǳƻƴƎ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƻƴƭȅ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Řŀƛƭȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƘŜǊŜ ς nobody becomes rich from 
luong. This is not talking about those people like those who buy and sell luong, because they 
can become rich from luong, and we can see it, along with the people in workshops. But for the 
farmers, most only have enough to support their day- to- day lives and luong does not help 
them at all to become richer. TƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ǿŀƴǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ 
what we have to do for luong to help us to become richer: we need how much, and have to 
plant how, so that working with our luong will make us richer, because for the moment, luong 
ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊŜŀ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ Řŀȅ ǘƻ Řŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΦέ ό¢Y-F-4). 

                                                           
3
 PI has conducted a quantitative analysis of asset accumulation (Chowdhuri, 2010), which provide a better 

source of information for documenting these changes. 
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The issue of perception is important here, for it should be remembered that interviewers explicity did 
not use the international $1.25 dollar/day critera used to measure poverty as in the Impact 
Assessment report. Instead, farmers were asked to reflect on whether their luong plots were making 
them less poor, or increasing their overall wealth. For most farmers, the relative aspects of poverty 
were the most important and most immediate issues to reflect on. They commonly compared their lot 
with the better off in their village and commune, and thought about the differences between their 
activities and those of the better off. This issue, and the important aspirational aspects, will be further 
discussed below. 
 
While most farmers did not see luong as a beneficial crop for moving out of poverty in relative terms, 
there were a number of of farmers who did indicate positive changes in recent years. The following 
conversation provides an example of this:  
 

άvΥ Lƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ Ƙŀǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ  
A: Yes, it has changed! 
 
Q: Have these changes been a result of your luong income? 
A: Yes, from luong!  
 
Q: Why have there been these recŜƴǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΚ ¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƭǳƻƴƎ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ȅƻǳΚ  
!Υ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƳƻǊŜΧL ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭŀƴŘ 
to plant on, and I would like to try to do some bamboo shoots in the future. 
 
Q: So you have more bamboo land? 
!Υ ¸ŜǎΣ ƳƻǊŜ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ōŀƳōƻƻΦέ ό¢Y-F-3) 

 
It is important to highlight that in this case, as in some others, farmers who have noted an improved 
position due to luong income do so because they have increased their bamboo land. For some, when 
reflecting further back in time, this planting took place more than a decade ago in the late 1990s, with 
subsidies from Project 327, a government reforestation program with special support for local people 
in mountainous areas.4 Others have taken it upon themselves to acquire new land more recently 
where possible, or convert other degraded land under their title to luong. For this reason, many 
farmers believe that they will only be able to improve their incomes from bamboo if they acquire 
more land: 
 

άLŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀn invest in the luong, and have a lot of land to plant a lot, then you can become 
ǊƛŎƘŜǊΧΦǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ǿƘƻ ƛƴ the past got a lot of land are richer than other households, 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘΦέ ό¢Y-F-1) 

 
It is important to highlight, then, the common perception that luong is primarily an activity for the 
poor. As households developed their incomesτusually due to other forms of income, drawing upon 
their luong plantations became far less regular.  It is significant that, during an interview with one 
farmer who had participated in a model on-farm trial of improved cultivation methods with GRET, he 
noted that although he believed that the new plot would earn him more money, he did not plan to 
convert all of his land to improved cultivation methods. Instead, he is planning to use some of the 

                                                           
4
 Project 327 for the Re-Greening of Barren Hills began in 1992. Along with subsidized forest planting, it provided 

subsidies for salt and other consumer products for poor households in mountainous areas. 
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extra income that he was deriving from luong since the trial to begin further diversifying his income 
through investments in animal husbandry. 
 

άLƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭΣ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊŜŀΣ in the past few years their lives have gotten better because 
ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎΧ!ǎ ŦƻǊ ƭǳƻƴƎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΣ 
ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜΧΦΦ" 

 
The overall narrative that emerges from farmersτthat luong is exceptionally important for the poor 
but becomes less so as households move out of povertyτis in not wholly in keeping with the findings 
of the second Impact Assessment Report.  Table 2 below indicates that the percentage of household 
income derived from bamboo generally rises with incomes. In this case, it is likely that farmers 
perceive that these wealthier households, who are also engaged in other activities such as animal 
husbandry, are benefitting more from other activities than they are in reality. The fact that most 
households, both poor and non-poor, cultivate luong focuses the attention of many farmers on those 
activities that distinguish the poor from the non-poor. It is also possible that the very poorest 
households have lower land endowments, an issue that was raised by a number of informants in this 
study. The relative role of luong in household asset accumulation and income generating strategies is 
an area worthy of future research by PI. 
 
Table 2 : Bamboo income as percentage of household income 

Income groups 
Bamboo incomes as % of 

total income 
Income from bamboo cultivation as % of 

total income 

Lowest 20% 13.63% 12.10% 

Second 20% 13.41% 9.79% 

Middle 20% 10.75% 10.00% 

Fourth 20% 16.46% 15.69% 

Highest 20% 20.72% 13.89% 

All households 14.98% 12.30% 

 Source: Calculated from second Thanh Hoa Bamboo Survey 
 
One activity that was often cited as an important difference between the very poor and non-poor 
households was the existence of one or more family memebers with employment in a workshop. 
During interviews, it became clear that these kinds of work were a significant aspiration of many, and 
was usually described ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ 
circumstances. This has placed luong not only as a key agricultural product but also as the key driver of 
rural industrialization in the area in the minds of local officials and farmers. Bamboo processing makes 
up the vast majority of local industry, and when most farmers refer to workshops, it is bamboo-based 
workshops that they speak of.  At the same time, in ThiԒt KԒ commune, which lacks bamboo workshop 
of its own5, many households pointed to the importance of the local rock crushing workshop as an 
important source of household income. While some farmers decried the workshop as noisy and 
difficult work, having a family member working in the workshop was an important indicator of being 
better off. 

                                                           
5 This workshop was operating in the commune at the time of the 2009 Impact Assessment Survey. Although this 

cooperatively owned workshop is still technically operational, it has not produced any goods in the past year. It 
should be noted, however, that many households in the commune have members who work in workshops in 
Xuan Phu. 
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While many workshop workers spoke of the importance of this employment (with one young woman 
claiming that between her and her younger brother, they earned more than 90% of their family 
income) they also noted that the work at the workshops is highly unstable:  
 

άǎƻƳŜŘŀȅǎ L ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜŘŀȅǎ L Řƻ ƴƻǘΧŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ Ǌeason, we continue to harvest luong on a 
regular basis both as a supplement and as a means to fill in when we are not working." (XP-F-
4) 

 
For this reason, it is important to note that, while workshop-based employment may or may not be a 
significant contributor to household income in the region in aggregate, it is certainly significant among 
those households who have family members employed in workshops. Moreover, households who did 
not have access to workshop employment noted it as a major aspiration for their family. Local officials 
were also adamant in promoting workshops as a means to create employment for more farmers, 
ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōǊƛƴƎΦ 
 
When asked to consider changes over a longer termτthe past decadeτfarmers noted significant 
qualitative changes in their lives that they largely attributed to luong and the increased opportunities 
to plant and sell. These changes involved the deepening of trade, the increase in the number of 
collectors, and proliferation of workshops throughout the district. 
 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƭŀǘŜƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘǊŀŘŜ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΦ 
People are cutting more, and are selling more, there are more traders, and only now can we 
ǎŜƭƭ ŀ ƭƻǘΦ .ŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜƭƭ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦέ ό·P-F-3) 

 
Indeed, when asked to indicate qualitative changes in their lives, the most common reference period 
ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǎǳōǎƛŘȅ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΦέ6 During this time, 
farmers have been able to sell their luong more easily and have had access to other market 
opportunities previously closed to them.  
 
During the historical interviews, commune elders, were asked to identify important periods of 
expansion of luong land and activities in the region. Following the first phase of interviews, these 
dates were used as reference points to further probe into important topics. These are presented in the 
table below. 
 
Table 3: Important periods of historical change 

Period Key importance 

1972 Establishment of the formal collectives in the region. During this time, farmers noted 
significant planting of luong throughout the District. 

1986 The informal allocation of land to households. Farmers receive land for free but, in some 
cases, must pay for bamboo on their land. 

1988 The first collectors and traders from the lowland begin to arrive in the Districts. 

1996 Land reallocation based on new criteria following the 1993 Land Law. Project 327 
encourages large scale plantation of luong on this land along with other tree crops. 

2002 Farmers receive red books for their bamboo land. 

                                                           
6
 Major historical markers were identified during the first stage of research with a small number of elderly 

villagers. Following this, these markers were used to structure all historical interviews. See table 4.  
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There are a number of historical factors emerging from interviews that are important to highlight in 
the context of this study. First, while farmers have long depended on luong for their livelihoods, the 
gradual importance of luong has gradually increased, particularly since the process of Doi Moi began. 
Prior to collectivization and the establishment of formal collectives in the 1970s, farmers indicate that 
luong was primarily used locally for house building and other domestic activities. Second, farmers can 
identify few times of rapid expansion of luong areas that were not subsidized by the government. The 
periods that are particularly important to note are the periods just following collectivization and just 
after doi moi, both periods of intense socio-economic transformation that brought with them new 
schemes and projects to transform the local economy. 
 
Finally, it is important to highlight are the relatively early informal and formal land reforms, that 
conferred tenure to farmers in the area. The creation of a smallholder-dominated bamboo cultivation 
area is somewhat unique within Vi֓ t Nam, and has provided many of the structural conditions that 
have led to the trade networks described in Section 5. 
 

3.2 Changing prices 
 
The second PI Impact Assessment Report found that ά²ƘƛƭŜ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭ ƭǳƻƴƎ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊƛǎŜƴ ōȅ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 
30% in the last two years, this is slower than the price increases for some food commodities and has 
ƻƴƭȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ƪŜǇǘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŦƭŀǘƛƻƴΦέ όBaulch 2009, p. 35). When asked about prices, most farmers agreed 
that they have indeed risen in recent years. At the same time, farmers expressed different levels of 
satisfaction with current prices. While some farmers indicated that they were pleased with the rate by 
which bamboo prices had risen in recent years, others voiced concerns that prices had not risen as fast 
as other commodities.  
In the words of one male farmer: 
 

ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƭǳƻƴƎ Ƙŀǎ not been very good. Two years ago, two culms of luong would get me a 
ƪƛƭƻƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ ǇƻǊƪΦ .ǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜΧ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ 
ƻŦ ƭǳƻƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƪŜǇǘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜΦέ  ό·t-F-2). 

 
In the words of afemale member of a focus group: 
 

άώ.ŀƳōƻƻ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜϐ ǊƛǎƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƛŎŜǎΣ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘΦ /ƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ 
ƻŦ ǊƛŎŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΧŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎǳƭƳǎ ƻŦ ƭǳƻƴƎ Ŏŀƴ ōǳȅ ƻƴŜ ƪƛƭƻƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ 
ƳŜŀǘΧ/ƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ мффнΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǊƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ млΣлллΣ ƻƴŜ ƭǳƻƴƎ culm was 2,000. But now, 
luong is only 14,000 and rice is 85,000! Tastier rice is 100,000! So maybe the price of luong is 
ƎƻƛƴƎ ǳǇΣ ōǳǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ƛǎ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǎƭƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ ό·t-V-3). 

 
 
This gradual but steady rise in prices, which many farmers noted goes back much longer in time, was 
often highlighted as an important benefit of the crop. While other crops saw faster increases at times, 
the reliability of luong, and its tendency not to suffer from fast collapses in prices, was often pointed 
to as a key strength. 
 
Farmers noted prices vary by season, reaching a high point in October and November of each year and 
then falling around the time of the Tet (lunar New Year) holiday. These price variations, however, 
were small (between 500 and 1,000 per tree) and not considered significant by many farmers. For 
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example, while prices are low near Tet, many farmers still arrange their harvests during this season for 
other reasons, primarily the need to amass money to spend during the holiday.  
 
Farmers often attributed the recent changes in prices to new markets, and somewhat surprisingly, 
often used the language of the market. One farmer, when asked why prices had risen in recent years, 
respondend that: 
 

άhƴŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ǉeople now who need bamboo. Before, there 
were not yet any workshop activities, so luong was only really used for construction. Today, 
luong is being used for many different products, so people need more of it. So the business 
people have to increase their ǇǊƛŎŜǎΦέ ό·t-C-1). 

 
Explicit focus was most often placed on the entrance of more workshops into the area in recent years 
as a key driver of changes in prices: 
 

ά¢ƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƭǳƻƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƭƻǿΦ Lƴ 
the past three years, the price of luong has never dropped. For example, in 2007, in the nearby 
workshop, one culm was only 8-9 thousand, but today the same culm is up to 15-мт ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘέ 
(XP-F-5).  

 
Workshops do, on the whole, purchase luong at prices slightly higher than collectors and traders and 
also purchase a wider range of bamboo qualities (See section Error! Reference source not found.), 
and for this reason, farmers and government officials alike have a tendency to attribute rising prices in 
the area to their establishment. Officials in ThiԒt KԒ largely explained the fact that prices were lower in 
their commune than in Xuân Phú through the fact that they did not have workshops. 
 
Farmers recollection of price changes over the past three years are generally keeping with PIs other 
price monitoring efforts. They speak of gradually rising prices that have failed recently to keep up with 
the costs of other important goods. It is notabable that this trend of relatively stable prices was at 
times highlighted as a benefit of bamboo. Stable prices and reliable markets have made bamboo 
farming a very secure investment for many farmers, and this security was often highlighted as an 
important aspect of the crop ς especially for poorer farmers. 

4 Why do farmers value bamboo? 

4.1 The role of bamboo incomes in the household economy 
 
The previous section highlighted that, in the perceptions of farmers and many local government 
officials, luong is appropriate for poor households due to its realiability but it has constraints when it 
comes to moving households to higher levels of income. While a beneficial crop, growing luong is not 
ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƻ άōŜŎƻƳŜ ǊƛŎƘέ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ Řŀȅ-to- 
day needs. While this perception was common, it should be noted that luong was at the same time 
perceived to be a highly beneficial crop, and one that is especially useful for and appropriate for poor 
households. This section reviews some of the reasons that farmers give for luong being useful 
economically. The focus here, following farmer narratives, are on:  a] low labour requirements; b] 
stable prices; and, c] stable markets. 
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Most farmers reported bamboo as being either the first or the second most important crop for 
ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎΣ ŀ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ tLΩǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ 
assessments. This importance was both in in terms of relevance to overall household income, but also 
the specific role that bamboo plays in paying for ongoing expenses, and the flexibility that farmers 
have in deciding when to harvest and how to manage it. In the words on one farmer: 
 

ά[ǳƻƴƎ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ L ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǘΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ 
spend money at the start of the year for my child to study and eat, and if I did not have luong, 
ǘƘŜƴ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƭǳƻƴƎ ƛǎ ǎǘŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǊƛǎŜǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ 
Řŀȅ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŘǊƻǇǇƛƴƎΦέ ό·t-F-4) 

 
There are two points made here, both worth highlighting, and both commonly stated by interviewees. 
First, luong is an important and common source of income for various cash expenses ranging from 
school fees to food and health care expenses. For these expenses, luong is it generally cut just before 
the payment is required. In the case of emergencies, it can also be used as collateral for loans from 
local collectors, who will purchase with advance payments (See Section 5.2). Second, as noted above, 
the price of luong is quite stable, and while it has not risen much in recent yearsτat least in 
comparison to other crops, which have seen dramatic price increasesτits price seldom drops. 
Therefore, luong offers a stable and secure source of income. In the words of another farmer: 
 

άώ[ǳƻƴƎΧϐ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ ²ƘŜƴ L ŀƳ ǎƛŎƪ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ L ŀƳ ǿŜƭƭ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
ǘƘŜǊŜΧ¢ƘŜǎŜ ōŀƳōƻƻ ǘǊŜŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƳŜ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƛŦŜΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƘƻǊǘ-
term trees. Also, when I am low on [other] economic resourcess, I always have income from my 
ōŀƳōƻƻΦέ  ό·t-F-2) 
 

Another famer specified, when asked what he would do if he did not have luong: 
 

άLŦ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭǳƻƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎΦ LŦ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƘƛǊŜ Ƴȅ ƭŀōƻǳǊ 
out, it would be seasonal, and if I was sick then I would not be able to work and that would be 
ŀ ōƛƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƻǿŜǊέ ό¢Y-F-4). 

 
One of the key advantages of luong, according to farmers interviewed, is that it is quite easy to sell. 
Buyers for all sizes and grades of luong can be found, and it can be sold year round, albeit with some 
seasonal variations in price. In the end, it is this ability for farmers to harvest when they need money 
that sets bamboo aside as a useful crop, especially for the poor. In the words on one farmer: 
 
άL ƪƴƻǿ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ŏǳǘ ƭǳƻƴƎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ώƳȅ plot]. The biggest and tallest of the 
trees can reach 20,000 VND. The prices go up and down a little. But when [buyers] want to buy at 
ŎƘŜŀǇŜǊ ǇǊƛŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ŏǳǘ! But when I need money then I have to cut when the prices are 
ŎƘŜŀǇŜǊΦ 9ǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ŎǳǘΣ L Ŏŀƴ Ŏǳǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ōǳȅΦέ ό·t-V-3) 

 

4.2 Harvests 
 

Farmers are generally able to harvest bamboo at times and in volumes that suit them. Time and time 
again, interviewees noted this as a key benefit of bamboo farming.  While a general trend seems to 
indicate that some of the larger volume harvests are close to the Vit֓ Namese lunar New Year (in 
January/February) there is much variation depending on family situations. In the words of one small 
collector: 
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Q: So when you usually harvest to sell to the collector, do you sell a few dozen culms, a 
ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘΣ ƻǊΧ 
!Υ hƘΣ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŀȅΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ L ǿƛƭƭ ƻƴƭȅ Ŏǳǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎǳƭƳǎΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘƛǊǘȅΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ 
hundred. It all depends on whether our needs are big or small. It also depends on how much 
time we have to harvest. For example, when we have free time, then we will harvest; if we are 
ǾŜǊȅ ōǳǎȅΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘΧǇŜƻple here cut all the time. Many ƻŦ ǳǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ much paddy 
land, so we must cut all year round  
 

Harvesting times vary between households and villages. Indeed, many farmers interviewed for the 
study noted that the ability to harvest at different times of the year was one of the major benefits of 
bamboo as a crop: 
 
ά²ƘŜƴ L ƴŜŜŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ L ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ Χ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ L ƴŜŜŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ 
enough money, then I will cut [luong]. Or when somebody comes to buy, then I will cut it for them. 
Vegetables, on the other hand are only seasonal.έό·t-F-3) 
 

 
It is important, therefore, to highlight that 
farmers can draw upon luong as a source 
emergency finance when they require extra 
income and deal with shocks and emergencies. 
For this reason, it can be expected that bamboo 
can provide an important income smoothing 
function. The role of bamboo in household 
portfolios therefore can be much better 
documented and analysed. Many households 
speak about this quite explicitly, in the words of 
one farmer:  
 
άFor example, if a household does not have any 
luong tree at all, and they have trouble working 
off of their farm, and are sick, then they always 
have to go and borrow money for everything, 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŀǊŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦέ ό¢Y-F-4) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wealthier households, by contrast, harvest luong relatively infrequently. At times, this was voiced as a 
strategy to improve the quality of their stands, as in the case of one female farmer who had migrated 
from the lowlands. Households who had other incomes, such as government salaries or incomes from 
trading or wages from working in workshops, at times explained that they did not have the time or 
access to labour that they would need to harvest luong. In some cases, respondents mentioned not 
having been able to harvest in the past three years (TK-F-2).   

Image 3: Stand of luong bamboo 












































