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According to a 2002 report from the Ministry 
of Health, 218 outbreaks of food poisoning 
affected 4,984 people and resulted in 71 deaths. 
The food poisoning causes were 42.2 percent 
by microbial agents, 25.2 percent related to 

Box 1. Paddy diseases can cause a shortfall in output and a rise in price

The spread of the brown plant hopper on paddy has been  a catastrophe for many farmers in 
the Mekong Delta. In 2006, over 50 percent of planted paddy surface was infested with brown 
plant hoppers (Dai and Phong 2006). As a result,  paddy output was reduced to around half 
a million ton  (Phien 2006). This raised the price of rice, which  became a big concern of poor 
consumers (Hung 2006).

Box 2. Animal diseases have threatened food safety and product sales

In recent years, epidemics of animal diseases have broken out in many areas. The bird flu 
which had affected chickens and ducks has not been put out completely and may yet stage 
a recurrence12. The foot-and-mouth disease has affected 126 communes of 12 provinces 
(until the middle of August 2006)  (Hieu and Hau 2006). In addition, there is concern about 
food access to the aquaculture exports. There is a risk of losing the Japanese market, which 
accounts for nearly 30 percent of the aquaculture export turnover due to low quality (Phong 
and Dai 2006b).

Box 3. Animal diseases have increased farmers’ indebtedness and reduced workers’ 
income 

In the Mekong Delta, where there are about 80 percent of national shrimp production (GSO 
2006), and shrimps that have been infected by diseases are causing loss and indebtedness 
to farmers (Phong and Dai 2006a). 

The problems affecting the shrimp crops not only make the farmers poorer, but also affects 
the shrimp processing industry and export. With raw shrimp becoming rare, its price increases 
rapidly. 

Consequently, many processing firms run at only 50 percent of capacity; the workers’   working 
hours have to be reduced, and their salaries decreased ( Thuan et al. 2006).

12 www.laodong.com.vn, (downloaded on 12 Sep.2006).

chemical substance, 25.2 percent due to natural 
poisons, and 7.4 percent with unknown origin. 
More than 60 percent of street food samples 
are found contaminated with microbial agents 
(MARD 2003b). 
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Evidences of vulnerability.	

The boxes  show a close relationship 
between food availability and food access (as 
seen in Boxes 1, and 3), and between food 
adequacy and food access (as seen in Box 2). 

CONCLUSIONS

In brief, with household food security 
defined in terms of the related components 
of availability-adequacy-access, as well as 
sustainability, this paper’s discussion on food 
insecurity in Vietnam focused not only on 
the (real) income level, or the micronutrient 
deficiencies or the malnutrition of children under 
5 years, but also on food safety (or the lack of 
it), and on the vulnerability of the population. 

Along with rapid economic growth, food 
insecurity has been remarkably reduced since 
1986. Food availability has improved, largely 
brought about by important changes in land and 
trade liberalization policies, associated with 
price policies, which have released productive 
forces, and led to diversified livelihoods as 
well as the increase in the abundance of food. 
These had directly impacted on food price and 
household income, thus widening food access.  
In addition, the matter of food adequacy has 
been addressed by social policies supporting the 
poor or hungry, as well as by family planning 
and national nutritional programs, which have 
also contributed to improving calorie intake, or 
the intake of some micro-vitamins per capita. 
Hence, we could say that Vietnam provides 
a clear proof of household food insecurity 
reduction based on economic growth and social 
(especially pro-poor) policies. 

Nonetheless, there are still a lot of food-
insecure households and undernourished 
people. Poor households or malnourished 
children involve millions. Poor households 
are, per se, food-insecure because the number 
of food-insecure households was determined 

based on the poor households reported by local 
authorities during the period from 2001 to early 
2005, as analysed above. Thus, this number must 
be much higher in reality. And the diets of poor 
households, although they have been improved 
by calorie intake coming mainly from rice, were 
still deficient in vitamins or micronutrient items 
(Molini 2006).

The problem of food safety is widespread. 
While the food poverty rate is higher in rural 
than in urban areas in terms of income per capita, 
the matter of food hygiene concerns everybody. 
Given its important role in human nutrition and 
health, neglecting the problem of food safety 
will render food security unsustainable, both at 
the national and household levels. 
Food availability is threatened by paddy or 
animal diseases at the national level. Food 
adequacy is badly impacted by a loose food chain 
(including weak controls in food production, 
preserving and processing), or a deteriorating 
environment. All these then influence roughly 
the household’s real income (food access) 
through food consumption or food price.  

These facts prove that household food 
security in Vietnam remains a vital concern 
and is facing many challenges, and suggest 
that a comprehensive concept and a reasonable 
threshold should be considered as the bases for 
assessing household food security which relates 
closely to economic growth associated with 
social policies. In the context of globalization 
and an economic crisis arising from any of 
several causes─ natural resources scarcity, 
environmental degradation, climate change, 
epidemics─ the focus should be on strengthening 
early warning systems, population growth and 
food hygiene/safety controls, applied research 
in food production, and knowledge of “rules of 
the game”. Besides, further analysis on factors 
inside households and on food chain will be 
needed to completely understand household 
food security.
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