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ABSTRACT

In Vietnam, rural area is a region for living and working of a rural resident community, 
including mainly farmers. It is a region of agricultural production (by the general meaning). 
Besides, there are manufacturing activities and service, but priority is given to agriculture and 
rural community. Meanwhile, the rural density is lower than urban density. Vietnam intro-
duced its development programme “Building new rural areas”, which program aims at finding 
a concept of sustainable development in rural areas in order to emerge the role of sustainable 
development toward the National direction for local strategies and to ensure sustainable rural 
development. This paper is a work at the scope of reviews and literature available worldwide 
in development policies and programmes on sustainable rural development. It compares the 
dimensions of these policies and programmes on the basis of definitions, methodology and 
practical framework applied in order to identify a promotion for building new rural areas in 
disciplines, and especially supply a background for data analyses of the Vietnamese case in the 
National Target Programme “Building new rural areas during the period 2011-2015”.
Keywords: sustainable rural development, sustainability, new rural areas, Vietnam, 
commune, rural development program, rural development policy

INTRODUCTION

Rural areas have been in focus of various local, national and international level polici-
es, and most of it explains the relevance of them with its role in food supply, the high 
proportion of population living there and – in relation with many consequences - the 
poverty of rural people (Anriquez & Stamoulis, 2007).The  International Fund for Ag-
ricultural Development estimated already in 2001 that among the poorest 1.2 billion 
people in the world, surviving with less than a dollar per day, three out of four lived 
in rural areas. They constitute the poorest fifth of world population and do not earn 
enough to cover their food needs. In comparison, In 2018, four out of five people 
below the international poverty line lived in rural areas globally according to World-
bank (2020). The fight against poverty and for the rise of rural areas is supported by 
worldwide programmes, however different regional level strategies and programmes 
call various approaches.

The EU’s Rural Development policy supports rural areas to meet the wide ran-
ge of economic, environmental and social challenges. It’s target fields comprise the 
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competitiveness of agriculture, the sustainable management of natural resources, and 
climate action, and a balanced territorial development of rural economies and com-
munities, the creation and maintenance of employment. Rural areas account for 90% 
of the territory of the 27 Member States and more than 56% of the EU’s popula-
tion. As early as in 2008, European Communities stated that agriculture and rural 
development is central to national and international development agendas due to its 
contribution to poverty reduction (European Communities, 2008). 

In Vietnam, building new rural areas or rural transformation or rural develop-
ment process is in the centre of the developing country’s strategy.  Because “There is 
a firm aspiration that by 2035, Vietnam will be a modern and industrialized nation 
moving toward becoming a prosperous, creative, equitable, and democratic society” 
(World Bank, 2016, p. 17). The Vietnamese state was consistent and determined with 
its policy orientation to develop the economy in parallel with improving social life 
and protecting the environment.

LITERATURE REVIEW ON RURAL DEVELOPMENT CONCEPTIONS

Sectoral approach based rural development
As rural areas are in large areas, they are affected by natural conditions at diversified 
levels. To resolve the multi-faceted problems of the rural population in a holistic 
manner is not possible (Schmidt-Kallert, 2005). Sectoral approaches perceive the rural 
population in a specific role: i.e., the farmers as food producers, so they focus specifi-
cally on “layers” of rural population.  This is supported by the approach of European 
Communities to capture the role and position of Agriculture and Rural Development 
programme in order to improve rural areas in EU countries. It underlies that  rural 
development lays in a multi-sector concept, including agriculture, rural infrastructu-
res, rural water and forestry (European Communities, 2008).

Specifically, on the farmers’ level, the Farming systems research approach (Tanic & 
Dixon, 2002) defines the rural development process as a process which encompasses 
the whole aspects of society, economy, environment, and political position of rural 
areas and it puts the farmers at the central issue of the solutions.

Participation-based approaches
Participatory and Negotiated Territorial Development (PNTD) approach proposed 
the question whether top-down or bottom-up concepts are successful.  According to 
the past 30 years of experiences in technical assistance projects they identified mainly 
top down, supply-driven approaches. Interventions were defined by sectoral issues 
(agriculture, natural resource planning and management, soil, and water conserva-
tion, etc.). It was found that these interventionas failed adaption to local context as 
addressed only partially the constraints and potentials of the territories they dealt 
with (FAO, 2005).

Contrary, collective action theories concentrate also endogenously provided de-
velopment factors, which can be interpretetd as participation-based, locally induced 
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development approaches. These researches’ findings may contribute to the main ques-
tions to identify endogenous development factors for  a small community in the Red 
River delta in Vietnam.

According to Vanni (2014) the importance of Collective Action theory was sup-
ported by the fact that in the last few decades an increasing number of literature on 
collective action and natural resources has emerged. They extensively discussed the con-
ceptualization of collective action and the analytical framework necessary to study it.

From the point of view of methodology to study collective actions, the most im-
portant finding is that among factors that affect emergence, as well as performance of 
agriculture, natural resource management and rural development programs in devel-
oping countries “Cooperation has always been fundamental for human society and 
played a particularly prominent role in rural development programs” (Meinzen-Dick 
et al., 2004, p. 1) The evidence for collective actions cover include collective deci-
sion-making, setting rules of conduct of a group and designing management rules, 
implementing decisions, and monitoring adherence to rules.

The collective actions was defined by Meinzen-Dick et al. (2004) as it “requires 
the involvement of a group of people, … a shared interest within the group and it 
involves some kind of common action which works in pursuit of that shared interest. 
... This action should be voluntary, to distinguish collective action from hired or “cor-
vee” labor…”. (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2004, p. 4)

Definitions of rural areas
Looking back at some main approaches to study “rural development” in a theoretical 
scope, this paper would research the real challenges and achievements of rural devel-
opment programmes to overcome the difficulties of transformation of living conditi-
ons in order to make rural areas attractive and viable places, thus stopping migration 
of farmers to cities. 

Theoretical framework of rural development and sustainable rural studies
In general, to draw attention to rural areas is not easy by a unique conception in rural 
studies. This paper discusses here different rural development conceptions.

Vietnam
In Vietnam, rural areas are the settlement for living and working of communities 
with mainly activities of agricultural production. Rural areas locate in large areas 
where nature - society - economics differ significantly. Meanwhile, rural areas are the 
places to supply foodstuff for living, to supply raw material, goods for industry and 
export, labor for industry and urban areas. It is also the large market for consumption 
of industrial goods and services. However, the difference between rural and urban 
areas in Vietnam is not only the type of job of rural residents but also the difference 
of natural and socio-economic aspects. So, a conception of rural areas was formulated 
like this: “it is a large area with a community of residents in which they work for 
agriculture (agriculture, forest, and fishery), it has a low population density, behind 
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legging infrastructure, low educational, technological and scientific qualification, and 
the living standard of rural residents is lower than urban citizens” (Thang & Dinh, 
2002, p. 10).

European Union
Rural areas are defined as “those parts of the space economy which are least affected 
by the process of urbanization and are therefore more associated with a much more 
dispersed pattern of population distribution and economic activity.” Therefore, “[t]
hey are also affected by varying levels of peripherality, depending on their distance 
from markets and their access to service.” (Grimes, 2000, p. 13).

Food and Agriculture Organisation
According to the ESA Working Paper No. 07-02 of FAO, two main methodologies 
are used to define the ‘rural’. “The first methodology is to use a geopolitical defini-
tion. Because urban is defined by law as all the state, region, and district capitals (cen-
ters), and by exclusion all the rest is defined as rural. The other popular methodology 
is to use observed population agglomeration to define urban. Therefore, in this case 
populations that live within an area where contiguous households form populations 
larger than, say 2,000 inhabitants are considered urban, while by exclusion the rest is 
defined as rural.” (Anriquez & Stamoulis, 2007, p. 4).

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
Nowadays, OECD countries operate the common Rural Policy Programme because 
of the fact that “[t]he success of large numbers of rural regions highlights the poten-
tial that can be tapped when rural communities are able to mobilise their place-based 
assets.” (OECD, 2017, p. 2) So, OECD considers the direction of their future work 
for new diversified rural policy: “[r]ural is not synonymous with agriculture and is not 
synonymous with economic stagnation” (OECD, 2017, p. 4). Table 1 indicates the 
different conceptualization of the paradigm shift in rural policy of OECD.

Table 1 
Pesaran CD test for cross-sectional dependence

From Paradigm 

The 2005 New Rural Paradigm (NRP)

To Policy: Integrating policy 
domains to address well-being 
dimensions

Main tools Investment Complementarities with cities
Objectives Competitiveness of rural areas Low density economics
Key target 
sector

Holistic approach to inclu-
de various sectors of rural 
economies

Better understanding of the variety 
and diversity of rural areas

Key actors Multi-level governance Toolkits/Policy dialogue
 

Source: OECD, 2017, p. 7
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The traditional definition of rural as ‘not urban’ still lingers in some countries. The 
OECD regional typology is based on two main territorial levels. Besides this, OECD 
countries have three types of important distinction for rural regions (Table 2).

Table 2 

The OECD regional typology - Three types of rural regions

The Territorial Level 2 (TL2) The Territorial Level 3 (TL3)
- the first level below the national 

one
- administrative units in most 

countries

- the territorial level above the local level
- administrative units in some countries

predominantly 
urban

intermedi-
ate rural

predominantly 
rural

Rural inside the functi-
onal urban area (FUA)

Rural outside but in clo-
se proximity to the FUA

Rural is remote from the 
FUA

These rural areas are part 
of the catchment area of 
the urban core and their 
development is intimately 
linked to that of the city.

These rural communities 
often enjoy a good in-
dustrial mix, which makes 
their local economies 
more resilient.

Primary activities play a 
relevant role in the regional 
economy.

Source: Based on OECD, 2017

Those disciplines above support significant keys for the process of decision-making 
about rural development policies and accordingly to the relation with agricultural de-
velopment policies, especially for the process of building new rural areas in Vietnam.

The following part of the paper discusses rural development and programmes in 
different practices.

RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMMES

World Bank
As early as the Sector paper of World Bank in 1975 presented the guidance of rural 
development programme and this knowledge is still an effective basis for developing 
countries at present, especially for the case in Vietnam. It advises that a national 
program for rural development includes a variety of activities, targeting to raise ag-
ricultural output, create new employment, improve health and education, expand 
communications and improve housing (World Bank, 1975).

Food and Agriculture Organisation 
Contrary, FAO considers rural development as one with “particular reference to 
agriculture”. It recognizes agriculture as the basis of the livelihood of most rural 
families, and therefore the basis for the development of rural areas. FAO defines 
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rural development as a “process of analysis, problem identification and the proposal 
of relevant solutions. This process is usually encompassed within a programme or 
a project which seeks to tackle the problem identified” (Oakley & Garforth, 1985, 
p. 29). Although, this approach is criticized by the author: the problems that rural 
development programmes attempt to solve are diverse, the programmes should not 
focus only on agriculture but the social or institutional problems in rural areas, too. 
Therefore, rural development strategies and programmes implement complex projects 
in a specific rural area. These provide basis for government and non-government efforts, 
and they include both agricultural and non-agricultural projects. The principles of 
rural development programmes according to Oakley- Garforth is presented in Table 3.

Table 3 

Principles of rural development programmes

1. Access Ensure that the programme and its benefits can reach those in 
need.

2. Independence Devise a programme which helps and supports the farmers.
3. Sustainability Ensure that the programme’s plans and solutions are relevant to 

the local economic, social and administrative situation.
4. Going forward Technological aspects should help the farmers to take the next 

step in the development.
5. Participation Try to consult the local people, find out their ideas and involve 

them as much as possible in the programme.
6. Effectiveness A programme should be based on the effective use of local 

resources and not necessarily on their most efficient use.
Source: Oakley & Garforth, 1985, p. 38

For the case of the National Target Programme Vietnam for building new rural 
areas during the period 2011-2015, each actor of the RD programme (decision-ma-
kers, stakeholders, groups, communities, organizations...) can have different approach 
for the implementation to reach the different outcomes within the main principles.

International Fund for Agricultural Development
In the IFAD Report 2016 about rural development, a transition of rural areas toward 
an inclusive growth was defined: “Inclusive rural transformation is … a critical 
component of inclusive growth as a whole, of sustainable development in all its di-
mensions - social, economic and environmental. It is both a vision and a lens through 
which to interpret historical processes in rural areas across the world” (IFAD, 2016, p. 
263). This process defined a preservation of the rural heritages but also a promotion 
of all-inclusive growth to create a sustainable development for rural areas and it sup-
ports important lessons for the case of Vietnam for building new rural areas during 
the period 2011-2015.
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Vietnam
The point of view on rural economic development is in the process of industrializa-
tion and modernization by four major dimensions. First, an effective rural econo-
mic development must contain three pillars: society, economics and environment. 
Second, the rural development must have a multidimensional rural economy under 
the market mechanism and the management of the state. Third, the development of 
rural areas should be done comprehensively regarding to the comparative advantages 
of different regions. Rural development is not only economic development but also 
a development of society and security, and environmental protection. Rural devel-
opment is not only a development in the agricultural sector but also in industry and 
service. Fourth, rural development has goals in industrialization and modernization 
by eradicating lagging behind of rural areas, building rich and civilized rural areas to 
tackle rural areas toward industrialization and modernization (Thang & Dinh, 2002).

Generally, to find a concept of sustainable development in rural areas to emerge the 
important role of sustainable development toward the National direction for local stra-
tegies and to deal with sustainable rural development in Vietnam is the aim in this section.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OF RURAL AREAS 

The multi-faceted goals of rural development including maintenance and improve-
ment of natural resources and economic growth calls the definition of sustainable 
rural development.

Sustainable development in OECD countries
According to OECD, sustainable development means integrating the economic, so-
cial and environmental objectives of society It targets to maximise human well-being 
in the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
needs. The task is to improve the coherence and complementarity of policies across 
a wide range of sectors, in order to respond to the complex development challenges 
(OECD, 2001).

Vietnam
In Vietnam, it was realized that: “sustainability is a method of reasonable develop-
ment”. Economic globalization has a wide effect on economic development, but it 
has to meet the goals of economic-social-environmental effects and sustainability har-
moniously and comprehensively (Dung et al., 2010). 

Rural development policy reforms in the European Union (EU) 
In the European Union, rural development policy promoting sustainable economic, 
social, and environmental development is integrated as a component of the common 
agricultural policy (CAP) (European Commission, 2006).

Decoupling of price support, area payment and aids for diversification of rural 
economy has been taken place through consecutive reforms of CAP (in 1960, 1992, 
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1995, 2003), while more emphasis has been put on animal welfare and nature conser-
vation actions, in further modifications of the programme (2005, 2007) that brought 
EU Rural Development Regulation (RDR) into effect (Borec - Turk, 2009).

Furthermore, historical evolution of rural development policy in the EU is also 
integrated with the Cork Declarations (1996, 2016), and Leader initiative. First, the 
Cork declaration (1996) aimed at improving Living countryside through ten points 
(European Commission, 1997); later, the Cork 2.0 Declaration defines ten policy ori-
entations with the aim of providing Better life in rural areas in an innovative, integ-
rated and inclusive rural and agricultural policy with special regards to Promoting 
Rural Prosperity, Strengthening Rural Value Chains, Investing in Rural Viability and 
Vitality, Preserving the Rural Environment, Managing Natural Resources, and En-
couraging Climate Action (European Union, 2016). There is an inheritability con-
junction from Declaration in 1996 to version in 2016. This is a coherent, integrated 
implementation of rural development policy to get well-being and wealth for rural re-
sident and get attention for the effective green growth for rural areas of EU countries.

LEADER approach
LEADER Community Initiative has enabled new paths to be taken in rural devel-
opment for the task of revitalising rural areas in the EU countries. Leader stands for 
‘Links between actions of rural development’. Leader approach is a tool that works 
well, in quite different situations and types of areas, thus adapting rural policymaking 
to the extreme diversity of rural areas’ needs. For these reasons, it has now become an 
integral part of rural development policy. It is an area-based and bottom-up approa-
ch, involving local communities and adding value to local resources, gradually came 
to be seen as a new way of creating jobs and businesses in rural areas. Leader began 
in an experimental way bringing together, at local level, various projects and ideas, 
stakeholders and resources. It proved to be an ideal instrument for testing how to 
expand opportunities for rural areas (European Commission, 2006)

In the rural development context, LEADER is implemented under the natio-
nal and regional Rural Development Programmes (European Communities, 2014) 
(RDPs) of each EU Member State, co-financed from the European Agricultural Fund 
for Rural Development (EAFRD) (European Union, 2017). It aims at forming mul-
ti-stakeholder networks for rural development and strategies on the mutual partaking 
in development programmes.

So, the overall circumstance of rural development policy and/or programme in 
the EU is lessons to learn for rural development policy and programme in Vietnam. 
Finding impacts of sustainable rural development in the EU can be seen as a target 
learning in building new rural areas in Vietnam at present.

The notions of the three pillars of economic, social and environmental aspects are 
correlative with the concepts of rural areas, rural development and sustainable devel-
opment. It is clear that the basic and specific disciplines in rural studies and the stu-
dying of rural development are the key notes for data analysis of the RD programmes
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Deriving from the judgment of the relation between theory and practice in studying 
rural development, I had carried out a preliminary research through various appro-
aches. 

In this paper I discuss criticism about sectoral approaches of rural development 
and highlight the importance of and compare participation-based approaches through 
international practices. The selection of publications and materials used as secondary 
sources for this analysis was based on that they cover the general concept of approa-
ches to rural development programmes and policies. 

In further part of this paper the conceptions of rurality are discussed on the basis 
of articles and policies. The review covers the definitions of rural areas, rural develop-
ment (and programmes) and sustainable development of rural areas – comparing the 
European practice and Vietnamese evidences.

The other half of the paper introduces the so called practical framework for rural 
development from the context of rural characteristics of Vietnam. The source of se-
condary data shown here is the national statistical office; and Vietnam’s development 
programme was used as secondary information source. The Results and discussion 
part also covers lessons to learn from EU and international practice. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

In this section, I present a practical framework about rural development to have a real 
comparison of rural development policy and programme in the EU and in Vietnam.

Characteristics of rural areas in Vietnam
Rural areas have a vital role and position in the development of the country. Rural 
areas is a region where foodstuff for basic needs and supply cereals, raw materials for 
industry and export are produced. For several years, the agricultural sector has produ-
ced 40% of national income and 40% of export value to create a cumulative source 
for industrialization and modernization for the country. It supplies profuse human 
resources for society derive from, it gives 67.95% of the labor force. However, in in-
dustrialization and modernization, there is transfer of rural labor. They have moved to 
work for industry and service in urban areas and industrial zones. Rural areas accoun-
ted 67% in 2013 and reduced to 65% in 2016 regarding the whole population of the 
country. So, rural areas in Vietnam are still a large market of domestic consumption 
of industrial and service products (Figure 1).

Rural areas has over 50 ethnic groups living together, including many different 
members, classes, beliefs, and religions and this is a basis to guarantee a stable socio-
economic condition of the country and to strengthen the unity of ethnic communities.

Rural areas are placed in the large areas where there are different natural, economic 
and social conditions. That is a huge potential of land, minerals, fishery for sustainab-
le development. (Thang & Dinh, 2002).
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Figure 1 

Population in Vietnam by gender, urban -  
rural areas and labor force period 2010-2016

Source: GSO, 2018a; GSO, 2018b

Therefore, the agricultural and rural development policies in Vietnam are always 
based on those special characteristics which decide all orientations of the Govern-
ment and the State in this section.

Rural development policy at present in Vietnam
Rural, agricultural policy is the overall economic and other methods of the State 
(from central to local) affecting agriculture, rural areas and all fields, sectors in rural 
areas and agriculture (Khoi, 2007). The rural policy targets not only the economic 
activities but also particular social activities. As job, poverty, population, rural cus-
tom, rural traditional living issues may differ from urban areas, an intervention into 
economic activities and the influence on social activities are very important directions 
of rural development policies (OECD, 2015).

Vietnam Sustainable Development Strategy 2011-2020 is a point of view of state 
management about sustainable development on a macroeconomic level in Vietnam. 
It considers human beings as the center of sustainable development. Creation of favo-
rable conditions is important for individuals and community in order to have equal 
opportunity to develop talents; access to joint resources; and participate in building 
of, contribute to and benefit from knowledge, material and cultural backgrounds for 
the next generations. 

Vietnam SD Strategy 2011-2020 approved the general objectives as the aims to 
achieve sustainable rural development from three aspects. The economic aspect aims 
at the process of urbanization and modernization of rural areas which needs to comply 
with the norms of building new rural areas, decrease the development gap between 
urban and rural areas. Figure 2 illustrates the regional and quintile incomes in Vietnam.
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Figure 2 

Monthly income and Income quintile in Vietnam by VHLSS 2016

Source:  GSO, 2018a; GSO, 2018b

Figure 2 indicated challenges of the income gap between rural and urban areas which 
occurred among regions in Vietnam and reflected upon the reality of wealth by inco-
me generation and affected consumption expenditure.

The third, social aspect is developing urban areas, building new rural areas and 
allocating population and labor in each region properly and sustainably. Figure 3 
illustrates the income inbalances in Vietnam.

Imbalances of incomes increased according to above statistics, although in urban 
regions, variation of GINI is more moderate and these regions seem less vulnerable 
than rural areas.

The aspect of maintaining resources and environment includes degradation prevent-
ion, effective and sustainable use of land resources; protection of water environment and 
sustainable use of water resources; protection of marine, coastal, island environment; 
forest protection and development; reduction of impacts, climate change adaptation, 
prevention of natural disasters (Dung, 2012). 

The National Target Programme for building new rural areas in Vietnam
The reality of practical framework of rural development policies are not comprehensive 
for performance in rural areas in Vietnam at present. They should be put in and ope-
rated by National Target Programmes and National Development Strategies under the 
conduct of the Government.
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Figure 3 

GINI coefficient in Vietnam by VHLSS 2016

Source:  GSO, 2018a; GSO, 2018b 

The National Target Programme for building new rural areas in the 2010-2020 pe-
riod and vision into 2030 was worked out by the government to build new rural areas 
in Vietnam. It will produce socio-economic infrastructure, economic structure and 
organization production models reasonably that combine agriculture with developed 
industry and service; combine rural development and urban development programs. 
According to this programme, rural society must be democratic, sustainable, rich of et-
hnic culture; its ecosystem is prevented; its entertainment and spirit of life is improved.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper’s literature review chapter aims at the synthesis of conceptions, defini-
tions, and approaches in rural studies in general and in rural development studies 
to describe an overarching understanding about rural areas and sustainable rural de-
velopment. Every piece of literature in this chapter explained the essence of progress 
of socio-economic growth and development in rural areas, but this progress should 
depend on the characteristics of each economic model all over the world.

To sum up we can say that this paper contains analyses of theoretical and prac-
tical framework in rural development studies to conceive the significant lessons and 
important keys for decision making, for effective institutions of rural development 
policy and rural development programmes. Especially, this research work can recog-
nize the target lessons by analyses of all literature as the goals to support the imple-
mentation of the National Target Programme building new rural areas in Vietnam in 
the first stage during the years 2011 - 2015. 
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