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TOWARDS A WORKABLE NEAR-TERH AGRA>-~I~ REFORM POLICY IN VIET NAM 

,r ' : 

This paper bri~!ly ~utlines some of the element~ of a GVN agrarian 

reform policy which can be supported by the ~erican mission. . Such a pr~, 

gram must have strong nsycholo~ical warfare elements, be administratively 

feasible, and ,be in line \nth traditional Vietnamese land tenure concepts. 

, Once a program is formulated with these elements--but not before--it must: ' 

be ,modified to meet the test ofnolitiealaceentability. 

A program whieh is expected to be suitable for the 
present situation in Viet Ham should avoid the past 
pitfalls of land reform policy here, including admin-

' istrative "elephantiasis" and excessive, l'Iestern­
derived legalism. ' 

It ' is widely agreed that in VietNam's present ' stage 
') of development, land reform is not a pressing economic 

issue. There is little short-run need for agrarian 
. reform to strengthen the incentive structure for farmers, 

provide a better basis for changing cropping patterns. 
and the like. , ' 

/:J/ , In terms of the pro'Oaganda ima~e of the GVN the most serious liabil­

LVitYis the charge that when the ARVN pac'ifies an area absentee iandlords 

, ' 

"Associate Director, Center for Development Planning, National Plan- ,_: 
ning Association, Washington. Formerly Agrarian Reform Specialist, USOW 
Viet Nam, 1955-59.' " This paper was prepared following consultations in 
Saigon in late ~~y and early June 1965. The opinions expressed are the 
responsibility of the writer alone B.!ldare in no Vlay to be attributed to NPA. 
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co~e back with them and begin collectin~their rents. 

succeed in establishing this in the minds of the peasants there would be a 

serious psychological setback. A minimum agrarian reform program may have 

to be mounted solely to counter this charge. With the exception of this 

question, agrarian reform does not appear to be a first priority propaganda 

issue today in Viet Nam. 

There may be a poli t'ical need for an American agrariall . 
reform program to support the new GVN Secretariat. of . 
State for Agrarian Reform. If so, the cost~ of such a 
program need to be seen in the light of the political 
advantages sained. This paper outlines a suitable joint 
policy. 

Soce essential considerations of land tenure in Viet Nam 

1. The Vietnamese peasants' vie\7 of the "oughts" of' land administra-

tion. T'ne absolute essential for any effective land reform program in Viet 

i , 
'-..:.-, 

~ -. : Nam is to be sure that whatever is done conforms with the view of the peasant 

farmer about what is "rIght" and I'proper l ' in land administration. The pro-

grams formulated immediately after the Geneva accords and which are still on 

the books paid too little attention to this consideration. Among the ele-

ments which can be noted are: 

a. The "proper" location for most land administration is in the 

village. From time immemorial peasants have, turned to the~l~ 
~adjUdicate both tenancy disputes and boundary disputes. 

Only when the village council cannot settle such disputes would a 

peasant :rarmer :reel it "proper" :ror the district or provinoial govern-

ment to do so. 

' . 
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b. The peasant far~er looks to the villa~e council to guarantee 

secur~ty of tenure. The village council knows with accuracy rooted 

in experience ' the bound e.ries of tenant holdings and 9f small owner-

ship rights. IVith rare exceptions, VietJ::amese farmers can tell you 

how much land they have. The village council is well-informed about 

who has the right to ,cultivate what land. It knows the average yield 

of each parcel. 'Central ' government administration is not generally 

~ooked upon to deal with such questions despite the existence of the. 

cadOl.stral :service ' whose job it is to prepare maps of ownership and 

register titles. Evidence to support this contention is found in how 

few peasants--even in secure areas--trouble to register their land 

formally; they know it is the village which must, in the end, assure 

their right to farm. (In field intervi€;17s peasant farcers ,often 

volunteer the suggestion that the GVN should more strongly confirm 

and support village councils.) 

c. It is absentee landlords who are the op;re of lar.d reform 

mythology. "~en We speak of land reforc we generally have in mind a 

"cruel ll
. landlord, living in a distant city, and sending agents to 

collect high rents in the countryside. It is these landlords who are 

hated by peasant farmers, and it is these landlords that 

peasants are exhorted by Communist propaganda to identify with,the 

GW. There are, of co-..:.rse, local landlords who are not resented to 

any great extent by villagers. These local landlords play a key role 

in the fabric of village life and administration. They are also among 

the most important supporters of the GVN for they have a high stake in 

.. 
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'. contin\ing goverIlIllent which recognizes tl:eir social. .status and prop-

erty rights. To the peasant farmer, resident landlords playa legit­

imate role as village leaders, cul:t comcittee leaders, and the cultural. 
.­

representatives of the village. Hence, in our thinkine we would do 

well to keep in cind the distinction between "big-V' absentee landlords 

and "little-l ll local landlords. 

2. Administrative feasibility. If a land reform program is to work, 

the administrative superstructure must be held to a cinimum. Bitter past 

ex-oerience shows we cannot build and OClerate an elaborate land reform admin-

istration. There are two approaches tO~lard administrative feasibility that 

we should take full advantage of: 

a. Put as much of the burden of uroof as possible on the backs 

of the landlords. Later on there are some suggestions about how we 

might start this. 

b. Put as much of the ad~inistrative load as possible on the 

village council. ,It has been noted that villagers think the viliage 

council "ought" to handle much of the land affairs ad::linistration. We 

should encourage them to do so partly because this reduces the admin-

istrative burden on a creaking central government machinery. A good 

part of our concern about establishing the " credibility" of the GNV 

can be achieved at relatively low cost by confirming the village 

council in its le~itimate resuonsibility. By doing this we at once 

picture the GVli as guarantor of what is "right" in the eyes of the 

peasant and relieve ourselves of a huge administrative liability 

which we have never been aple properly to cope with. 

l . _. 
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3. Differing poJ.icies for differinr; r egions. Viot NIU)1. :5.& .a.n QU<>r-

mously varied country, and land t enure policy, of course, can be , successful 

only to the extent we have differing prn~ra~s for differing cultU!al, 

economic, and agronouic situations. At the present time it is su~gested 

we divide o~r thinking about land tenure pol;cy into four regions (although 

we do NOT need to support an active program in every area): 

ct. Nev/ly-pacified areas of the Mekong delta 
b. Continuous ly-administered areas of the Mekong delta 
c. Central Vi e t Nam highlands 
d. Central. Viet Na::J lowlands 

So~e program su~gestions 

1. Newly-pacified areas of the Mekoup: delta . It is in these areas 

that the most critical olJPortunity exists for a land reform program with 

real. psychological warfare imp act. The following major elements of a land 

\ . '-- tenure policy in these areas could be considered and can mostly be carried 

out without new legislation or with administrative orders only: 

a. Confirm all tanants in th e;r cultivation rights. This can be 

done by administrative fiat, yet will do much to establish the govern-

ment as being on the side of the peasants. While it is true some hard 

core ve supporters may still be on the land, it is better to let them 

remain rather than try to correct the situ~tion through land admin-

istration. Such people will have their come-uppance from local 

military and justice authorities. For us to try to do it through 

land tenure legislation seems inappropriate and ~etsus into the 

very difficult situation of trying to sort the sheep from the goats. 

It is sure to cause added dissention at a time when we want to repair 
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the fabric of village social life. 

b. Offer ,to transfer to tenants all land from NON-RESIDENT land-

lords. This is the cost sweeping ~f the suggestions in this paper. 

But is the one \'Ihich can most clearly deI:lonstrate "the reality of GVN 

competence to rule the nation. This need not be too expensive, given 

the present realities about pacification rates, and landlord opposi­

tion can be reduced by offerinl< pay~ ~nt in cash. The program would 

work by allowing tenants to ini t iete action. This automatically elim-

inates a vexatious question of landlords whom peasants like, and of 

Catholic lands where peasants do not feel it "right" for the land to 

be taken from the church. Payment to landlords would be mada upon 

proof of ownership, and it would be the res'Oonsibility of the land-

lord to provide proof of ol'mership. This reduces the government's 

administrative liability. L:md woule. be valued by capitalizing past 

rates of tax payment. T[...is provides a si:nple criterion which vlould 

reduce the government's cash liability. (In reality, we might have 

to "payoff" some powerful landlords who hadn't paid taxes, but tax 

payments are a clear-cut responsibility of land ovmership, even in 

Viet Nam tociay. I fllil to s ee rlhy we should reward tax evaders.) 

If too much opposition or corruption prevents using a tax-based 

valuation, land could be priced at soce l~w multiple of the average 

yield as determined by the village council . Interim titles could 

be given to cultivators based on si~ple plain table survey and in 

reality d~pending upon the villare cou~cjl for their security. We 

could pro:nise to give mo,..~ formal title "later.1I Peasants probably 

.,. 
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should be asked to ma:.;:e rather r.Jcdest purchase payments in order to 

avoid too many people rushing to take advantage of the prop-ram and 

to head off a feeling of ine (iuity t!'ising among peasants not able to 

buy their land. These payments would doubtlessly prove difficult to 

collect later, but that is not important--they might even be assigned 

from the first to the village council to collect and to use f~r local 

purposes. Former French-owned lands would be disnosed of under 'this 

program, too. 

c. Confirm the villa8e council as the GNV agent in local land 

adr.rinistrp,tion. This will con.form with the villagers • view of what 

is "r ip:ht," can ce done by fiat early in the pacification process, 

and reduces the administrative overhead. The GVN res'Ponsibi1ity would 

be to back up the v:i,1.h l1:e council. In effect, the centr.a1 govern- ' 

ment I S responsibili ty ;vou1d begin whea villagers felt the village 

council had failed to give them justice and then they could turn to 

the GVN for fair treatment. Existing administrative forms might not 

be able to do this well, but it is mor~ plausible than to suggest 

they shoulder the entire land administration burden. 

d. Existing land reform legislation would be given 1i'P service. 

For ,a variety of r('asons it may be desirable for the GVN to reaffir!:l 

its adherence to existing 1egish.tion, but not to worry too !:luch 

about enforcement. 

e. Voluntary settlenent of abandoned rice1ands. The character 

of the newly-established Secretariat of State for Agrarian Reform seems 

to suggest that it may propose a program for resettlement of abandoned 
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riceland similar to that of the Cai San settlement area near Rach 

Gia 'in 1956-58. This may be worth supporting (i) as a means of 

securing the area from the Viet Cong if the settlers come from anti-

Vi~t Cong groups such as the Hoa Hau, and (ii) to provide provincial 

governments with re~l development administration responsibilities. 

American support for this pro$ram should be related to these con-

siderations. Settlement should be voluntary, and lioited to some 

homogeneous group. At this time, the dan~ers of local friction 

are high in projects to resettle mixed groups of "foreigners". 

to the local populatj.on. Such considerations suggest a caut: ,us 

apnroach to any proposal to settle CVl'! refugees on abandoned Mekong 

delta land, although t~ey by no means rule out such a program. 

2. Continuously-ad~inistered areas of the Mekong delta. The most 

awkward aspect of the program propo3ed for the newly-pacified areas is its 

effect on the continuously-administered areas. It is suggested that the 

same pro~ram be extended to the continuously-ad~inistered areas but that 

this approach be on a district-by-district basis to avoid building up 

too much opposition, reduce administrative limits to the cadre ilvaila.ble 

(and also provide an opportunity to train cadres better and more delib-

erately) and avoid any infla.tionary problem t~r...t might arise. Again; the 

government could confirm th0 existing legislation, but without attempting 

any doomed program of enforcing tenancy contracts. The offer of transfer 

to tenants eI all land belonging to big-L absentee landlords would be 

counted on to contain major discontent and pull the teet.h of anti-GVN 

propaganda based on land discontent • . 

---
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Certainly there is no denying the weaknesses of the 
sUfTcrestions ahove Vlhic~ would have to be hamcared out. 
An "~bvi ous O:le is to avoid poll tical opposi tion which 
means careful program formulation, but eight not be a 
fatal flaw. There is the problem of phasing the pro­
gram to avoid u~due infl~tionary i mpact, but there 
seems already so much being poured in that the added 
amou:lt wouldn't be too much. I would guess you might 
get in the neighborhood of 10 per cent of the tenants 
in newly-pacified areas, ~nough to lend credibility 
to the GVrr program, enough to cut down discontent from 
land tenure to mana~eable proportions, and not too big, 
a number to ha:ldle. Since land is reputed to be high­
priced in neilly-pacified areas as people with "hot" 
money se.rch for investment outlets f there may be a 
valuation problem. Relating to past tax payments 
seems a sensible way to cope with this. 

A marked weakness of this proposal is that it largely 
ignores the problem of unfairly high rents. It would 
appear on the basis of past experience that the estab­
lished rental levels for resident landlords and Church­
owned lands' (and village-owned land in CVN) is not a 
source of real unhappiness among tenants. A later 
adaptation and modification of eXisting tenure legis­
lation can probably deal with this problem if it 
becomes pressing. But there is no hint a rent control 
and tenure security program could be enforced at the 
present. 

3. Central Viet Naro high13nds. The principal land administration 

problem in the Central Viet Nam highlands is to provide a means to recognize 

montagnard tenure rights. This wou!d appear to be principally a question' of 

encouraging the GVN to be more flexible in its approach. The main elements 

should be twofold: 

a. Legitimize corp6r~te titles of montagnard villages. This 

could be done largely on the basis of the declared areas as stated 

by the village elders. They knoVl rather Vlell both the extent of their 

holdings in tribal law and the extent of their usufruct rights where 

these differ. ~rther attention needs to be paid to the question o! 

1>' - , 
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'i .'.; ion.t th(; GVN should r(':cogniz€ '~:'; .. ::: ~::'ng ';enaclcy as clcdU! to cwner-

shi? wi thir. the fra.mewo:dc pro? .x;,; \ by 1::!2 village council .. 

'0<: more a state:!lent of })r.i.nciplc c:. :.t', ;;::. 2··;tion program, si:u.ce th~ 

.?'~:' lity of the GVN to survey ar.G ~i'. ' _ :<."::;l'i:.1: title in these villas",·, 

is limited. However, fo~ the ef ~~ ~~ c" ~emonstrating the b~~a fi~8B 

o! GVN conc",rn, at le.:.st a fa ';: vi ll", !;.·" j should have plain table su:'.I ~y;; 

~~j interi~ tit10s 0f the o~der ~ ~sgi _~ ~ e d for newly-pacified areas ~~ 

t:w south. !!lClc(':d, thi5 could 'u i:; c0. ,:'>' ~ r;;.ted in any neI71Y-l).J.c:;.fi:;c 

Auothc. r cIt·ment in the centr,:;,l ~,':' ::h l~"ds tonure pictur2, al t !: ';,1..gh 

i~' ?li 9'h:3 fl (' V:i. etr.<:.~: ca E set tle!Clen t a!' ,,; I; ;S . Adrr,i t ting that a. t ::; o:ne time 
' . 

Ce::. ::2',,-1 Vit:t Na::, lOl'lla!1c' •. ::"::: ',; ~::. ai:. i; :," ... ' '.~ ":! l' C:.:: e a '.'!hieh offers Ii :.:1 (. 

\ 

;;.rca is c!'owdin:. and t :"e .J.~7-.::.;. _1-:: :.:: ':.: ·.'.: _ ':~ . ': ~. ~ ... : ::! j. s almost abse Il'~ _ The 

:flreSSUl'e 0:1 the land. 

r . ... ... 
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There would seec little point inallocating.scarce resources to try~ng to 

, elaborate a land transferor rent control program in this area or for try-

ing to enforce the existing l-egisl~tion. A possibility might be . to organ-
: ... --- .. 

ize a voluntary resett' ement 'p",oci:ram . for people fror'. the ·Central Viet Nac 

lowlands, moving them into newly-pacified or oth,:,:: ric'<:land 'in the .. 13,outh • 
.. .. . ,;, .. 

This would'seem, however, to be a rather lOVI priority program for the. 

moment. Hence, the net rcc-oma:enda tion for this area' seems to,:come _ dOl'm to 

have a polic;v: for the CVNlo'llla:'lds but no prol2;ram. 

. " 

.. , ,., 

' . 
S·~tUe~onciu(;. i!li1:·cor!::!e!lts ':lay be made~ f'h .e suggested '. ! ' .. 

line of approach 'inthis memorandum is, of course ; .... -::-: '.~-•. _ 
only very preli:ninary, a~d if it offer.s elecents which ...... ;,,: 
seer.~ to" justify, pursuin'g, they must be I:luchmore :' care'"; 
fully ,worked' o.u.t ever:bcfore,.going to the GVN. NO:J.e­
theless, .they do appe!'lr 1:0 be a I!leans to ,squeeze fro!!! 
the .land re forn: iss:.te sO::le propaganda and political ... 
value in thccouritryside without at least 'setting out. 
fro!:! the beginning' with. a'program that contains too: _ ... .... . 
many of the .elements o( failufe ih past l.~d tenure 
programs'. In p<lrti'cular,i~ 'wovld se em' that the land 
reforcproaramshould 'avoid undue ~dminist~ative 
complexi tyand updue lcgalisI!l I"lhich ' characterized past 
efforts. It sh'ould make I!lore of ,an effort :to relate ' 
tb.o land t"nlire program to the peasant ,farm.ers', view 
of the land pro'o-le:n. It is suggested that the thrust 
of these suggcstion~ ' is in this direction. 

On the GVN sic .) , it VI~uld appear probable th?t ·the n:ost 
difficulties w{ll arise from landlord op~osition to any 
pro~ram which docs not ' re-~stablish the tired j old land­
lord-ten;a:lt relationship_ There will also be problems 
Vii th O GVN officials v!hose i:1i tial lack of "imagination' 
has only peen confirmed hy a French-influenced educa-
tion in droite. Th~ cadastral servi6e, in·particula~. 
may resist at t eO::;lts to get it out of a rut. ' T;1ere . 
will probai:lly be son:e re'sistance 'on the grot:nds the 
progra~ ' is too expensive--a question that can o~ly be 
r~alistically discussed after some further probing 
around. 

Fil:ally, there is always the danger of corruption and 
malfeasance, but this is not unique to this prograc. , 

kl 
I . -... --' 
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As a cor.:r:Jent, it may be noted that by throwing .. 8 t:luch 
as possible of thp. h.nd administration to the village 
council, it will be easier for peasant farI:lers to 
exert their own, village-centered cc.r.straints on 
corruption or favoritism, and, in any event, the blaI:le 
will not be pc.'.!:Os.ed on in a vague but damaging inference 
to the central governI:lent. 
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