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Foreword 

 

The urban transition is a central phenomenon in Viêt Nam, affecting all aspects of 

social, cultural, economic and political life. For the next 25 years, Vietnamese cities are 

expected to grow at an annual rate of 6%, with the result that the proportion of urban 

population will increase from 30 to 50% (MoC, 2009). Such a rapid transition inevitably 

produces significant changes in everyday life. 

A number of researchers have focused their attention on understanding the urban 

transition. Fieldwork is mainly carried out on the peripheral areas of large cities where a 

dense mesh of villages are facing a process of accelerated in situ urbanization, both 

spontaneous in nature and as an outcome of the central governmentôs policies on land 

use conversions. As a result of this planning approach, the right to use land for 

agricultural purposes is revoked by the government, concessions are granted to private 

developers or ñprivatizedò
1
 state corporations, and villagers are forced to abandon their 

agricultural livelihood to enter retraining programs and join the service industry in 

either the formal or informal sectors. Plagued to conflicts, this process has given rise to 

bitter struggles over land compensation, to tensions between villagers and the newly 

arrived urban population, and to conflicts between different jurisdictions whether local, 

provincial or national. In addition to these conspicuous shifts, major changes stemming 

from the economic reforms introduced in the country during the 1980s have contributed 

significantly to the redefine the national economic structure, everyday life patterns of 

consumption, and work and street-level behaviours. 

This research brief is the result of a project conducted between 2007 and 2010 on An 

Kh§nh and T©n TriԚu, two periurban incorporated towns" par "two periurban communes 

recently incorporated in the urban administrative space of H¨ N֥i (ñUrban Transition in 

Vi°t Nam: Issues and Prospectsò). The following questions were raised: 

1. What are the strategies used by village inhabitants to address the social, cultural 

and economic shifts spurred on by urbanization, in relation to the following 

issues: 

a. The labour market; 

b. Patterns of consumption, in particular regarding the purchase of food; 

                                                
1
 Following the introduction of the ņΫi mαi reforms in the 1980s, the state has progressively privatized its public enterprises by 
registering them as a joint-stock company under the Private Enterprise Act, while retaining control of a majority of their shares. 
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c. The management of family conditions (gender relations, mobility 

opportunities, etc.); 

d. Conflict arbitration and relationships between newcomers and host 

communities  

2. Has the perception of residents towards the urban transition changed in any way 

according to the way in which the central state framed urbanization? 

3. Have these shifts led to the creation of civil society organisations? To what 

extent do they take part in planning decisions? 

4. How are populations and governments addressing environmental problems 

arising from urbanization?  

In close collaboration with our colleagues from the Sustainable Development Institute 

for the North (SDIN) of the Vietnamese Academy of Social Sciences (VASS), this 

research deals with the wider context of the ongoing discussion on urbanization in Viêt 

Nam. Its importance can be seen through the urban development process for the 2050 

Masterplan and the debates appearing in daily newspapers. 

As the nationôs capital city and second largest agglomeration after H֟ Ch² Minh City, 

H¨ N֥i is one of the key sites of Vi°t Namôs urban transition. The focus of this report is 

on the mechanisms by which local populations and authorities of H¨ N֥i attempt to 

ensure the sustainable growth and development of the cityôs territory, society, and 

space. While many problems remain unaddressed, recent years witnessed the emergence 

of planning initiatives that aim to mitigate the negative impacts of urbanization. The 

first section provides a contextual background on H¨ N֥i, sketching a portrait of its 

history, territory, population, and economy. Illustrated with case studies, the subsequent 

sections describe planning issues and initiatives taken in five areas: heritage 

preservation, public space, transportation, housing production, and periurban 

integration. Existing conditions in each of the areas along with the mechanisms 

proposed by planning authorities and other stakeholders to cope with emerging issues 

are presented. The report concludes by identifying areas in need of further research. 

We wish to thank Cathleen Poehler for her editorial assistance and Cindy Rojas for 

layout. This research was funded by the International Opportunities Fund of the Social 

Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, the ministère des Relations 

internationales du Québec and the INRS Urbanisation, Culture et Société research centre. 

 

Julie-Anne Boudreau and Jean-Pierre Collin 



 

Avant-Propos 

La transition urbaine est un phénomène majeur au Viêt Nam, touchant tous les aspects 

de la vie sociale, culturelle, économique et politique. Pour les prochaines 25 années, on 

projette une croissance des villes vietnamiennes de 6% par année, ce qui propulsera le 

taux dôurbanisation du pays de 30 ¨ 50% (MoC, 2009). Il va sans dire quôune transition 

si rapide produit des bouleversements importants de la vie quotidienne. 

Plusieurs chercheurs se penchent sur la transition urbaine. Beaucoup de travaux 

explorent plus particulièrement les périphéries des grandes villes dans lesquelles un 

maillage dense de villages sôurbanise in situ, tant spontanément que suite à la 

conversion de lôusage des sols planifi®e par le gouvernement central. Sur le terrain, cette 

planification se traduit par une révocation des terres agricoles par le gouvernement, leur 

développement par des promoteurs privés ou par les soci®t®s dô£tat ç privatisées »
2
 et la 

reconversion forc®e pour les villageois dôun mode de subsistance agricole ¨ lôint®gration 

du secteur tertiaire officiel ou non. Il sôagit dôun processus fort conflictuel avec des 

frictions importantes autour des compensations pour les terres, des relations entre les 

villageois et les nouveaux habitants des zones urbanisées, et des relations entre les 

autorités locales, provinciales et centrales. À ces transformations palpables sur le terrain 

sôajoutent les bouleversements majeurs r®sultant de lôouverture ®conomique du pays 

dans les années 1980, ce qui reconfigure autant la structure économique nationale que 

les comportements quotidiens de consommation, de travail, dô®changes dans les rues.  

Cette note de recherche est issue dôun projet men® entre 2007 et 2010 dans deux 

communes périurbaines de Hà N֥i, An Khánh et Tân TriԚu (« Urban Transition in Viêt 

Nam : Issues and Prospects »). Nous nous posions les questions suivantes : 

1. Quelles stratégies développent les habitants de ces villages pour répondre aux 

transformations sociales, culturelles et économiques apportées par 

lôurbanisation, en regard : 
 

a. du marché de la main-dôoeuvre; 

b. des comportements de consommation ïnotamment au chapitre de 

lôalimentation; 

c. des conditions de vie familiale (rapports de genre, mobilité, etc.); 

d. des conflits de médiation et des relations entre les nouveaux venus et les 

communaut®s dôaccueil ? 

                                                
2
 Suite aux réformes du ņΫi mαi qui ont d®but® dans les ann®es 1980, lô£tat a graduellement privatis® ses entreprises en les 

enregistrant comme compagnie par action sous la Loi des entreprises privées mais en gardant souvent le contrôle sur la majorité 

des parts. 
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2. Est-ce que lô®volution de lôattitude ®tatique face ¨ lôurbanisation a influenc® la 

perception des habitants face à la transition urbaine? 
 

3. Y-a-t-il eu de nouvelles organisations de la société civile créées dans la foulée de 

ces transformations? Celle-ci ont-elle un poids dans les décisions de 

planification? 
 

4. Comment les populations et les autorités font-ils face aux problèmes 

environnementaux engendr®s par lôurbanisation? 

Men®e conjointement avec nos coll¯gues de lôInstitut pour le d®veloppement durable du 

nord (Institute for the sustainable development of the North, ISDN) de lôAcad®mie des 

sciences sociales du Viêt Nam (Vietnamese Academy of Social Sciences, VASS), cette 

recherche sôinscrit donc dans un d®bat anim® au Vi°t Nam sur lôurbanisation, comme en 

t®moignent le processus dô®laboration du nouveau plan dôurbanisation ¨ lôhorizon 2050 

et les débats quotidiens dans les journaux. 

Au double titre de capitale et de deuxième plus importante agglomération urbaine après 

H  ֟Chí Minh Ville, Hà N֥ i est lôun des sites majeurs de la transition urbaine que conna´t 

présentement le Viêt Nam. La présente note de recherche porte sur les mécanismes par 

lesquelles, les citoyens et les autorités de Hà Ni֥ gèrent la croissance et le développement 

durable de la ville, de la soci®t® et des espaces de lôagglom®ration. Bien que plusieurs 

problèmes soient toujours en attente de réponses adéquates, les dernières années 

t®moignent de lô®mergence dôinitiatives de planification propres ¨ att®nuer les impacts 

n®gatifs de lôurbanisation. La premi¯re section offre un tour dôhorizon du contexte de H¨ 

N i֥ en esquissant un portrait général de son histoire, son territoire, sa population et son 

économie. Prenant appui sur des études de cas, les sections suivantes décrivent les 

problèmes et les initiatives qui ont marqué cinq domaines de la planification urbaine : la 

préservation du patrimoine, les espaces publics, le transport, la production résidentielle et 

lôint®gration des zones p®rirubaines. Chaque fois, sont présentés les conditions existantes 

et les m®canismes propos®s par les agences publiques de planification et dôautres acteurs 

pour r®pondre aux enjeux ®mergents. Lôanalyse se termine sur une proposition quant aux 

th¯mes devant faire lôobjet de nouvelles recherches.  

Nous tenons à remercier Cathleen Poehler pour la révision du texte et Cindy Rojas pour 

sa mise en page. Ce travail a ®t® financ® par le Fond dôinitiatives internationales du 

Conseil de recherches en sciences humaines du Canada, par le Ministère des relations 

internationales du Qu®bec et par le centre Urbanisation Culture Soci®t® de lôINRS. 

 

Julie-Anne Boudreau et Jean-Pierre Collin 



 

Introduction 

 

Vietnam is currently experiencing one of the most intensive urban transitions in the 

world. Over the next 25 years, its cities and towns are expected to grow at an average 

rate of 6% per year, increasing the national share of Vietnamôs urban population from 

one-third to one-half (MoC 2009). This shift from a rural to an urban society is closely 

associated with socio-economic reforms instituted in the 1980s that progressively 

liberalized the economy and relaxed the grip of the state on population movements and 

activities. These reforms fostered a swift transition to an urban society through 

combined processes of rural-urban migration, occupational shifts away from agriculture, 

the physical expansion of existing urban areas, and the creation of new cities and towns 

in densely-settled rural communes. 

As the nationôs capital city and second largest agglomeration after Ho Chi Minh City, 

Hanoi is one of the key sites of this urban transition. Vietnamese political leaders 

acknowledge the fact that the growth of Hanoi and other cities is crucial to the shift 

from agriculture to manufacturing and higher order services as well as to improve the 

material well-being of the national population. At the same time, the rapid growth of 

populations and activities in and around cities puts intense pressure on local authorities 

to keep pace with rising demands for infrastructure, social services, housing, 

environmental controls, and public amenities. Therefore, while there is consensus on the 

potential benefits of urbanization, concerns are also raised by local and foreign 

academics, professionals, and decision-makers about the importance of anticipating and 

addressing problems ensuing from the urbanization process. 

The mechanisms by which the people and authorities of Hanoi plan to ensure the 

sustainable growth and development of the cityôs territory, society, and space are still 

very much in the making. While many problems remain to be addressed, recent years 

have seen the emergence of urban development initiatives that aim to mitigate the 

negative impacts of urbanization. These are the focus of this report. This survey is 

organized as follows: The first section provides a contextual background on Hanoi, 

sketching a portrait of its history, territory, population, and economy. The subsequent 

sections describe problems and initiatives taken in five urban planning areas: heritage 

preservation, public space, transportation, housing production, and peri-urban 

integration. Existing conditions in each of the areas along with the mechanisms 

proposed by planning authorities and other stakeholders to cope with emerging issues 

are presented. The topics of each section are illustrated with case studies. The report 

concludes by identifying areas in need of further research. 





 

1. HANOI PORTRAIT: HISTORY, TERRITORY, POPULATION, AND 

ECONOMY 

Hanoi is situated in the centre of Vietnamôs Red River delta. The city-province is 

bordered by the provinces of Thai Nguyen to the north, Bac Ninh and Hung Yen to the 

east, Vinh Phuc to the south, and Phu Tho and Hoa Binh to the west (see Fig. 2.1). Most 

of Hanoiôs area lies within the low floodplain of the Red River, historically a site of 

intensive wet rice agriculture. The remaining area is part of Soc Son District (to the 

north), which is somewhat mountainous and hilly. 

While Hanoi has been occupied by human populations for more than 2,000 years, the 

cityôs origins officially date back to 1010, when the emperor Ly Thai To built a citadel 

and established the capital of his empire on the right bank of the Red River. 

Progressively, a small trade area developed next to the imperial city that is now referred 

to as the ñOld Quarterò (see Fig. 2.2). Throughout the following eight centuries, the city 

developed slowly due to state control of trade and a succession of tumultuous wars 

between competing dynasties. By the time the French settled in the city, in 1874, Hanoi 

was a relatively small agglomeration of less than 100,000 people. Socio-spatially, it 

consisted of a combination of three distinct spaces: a citadel, a merchant quarter, and an 

agglomeration of rural villages surrounded by a dike (Logan 2000; Papin 2001). 

Hanoi was the capital of French Indochina from 1902 to 1953, during which time it 

remained a modest city both in size and population, never exceeding 400,000 

inhabitants (Wright 1991). Yet French planners greatly transformed the appearance and 

functioning of the city. Up to the end of the 19
th
 century, colonial authorities expanded 

the city area toward the south and west. There, they developed a new area with broad 

avenues which, organized in a grid system and flanked by spacious villas and gardens, 

is now referred to as the ñColonial Quarter.ò The French also developed major 

infrastructures and facilities, including the Long Bien Bridge, a railway and train 

station, a post office, and an opera house (see Fig. 2.3). 
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Figure 1.1 Map of the Hanoi city-province 

Source: VIAP 
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Figure 1.2 Map of pre-colonial Hanoi 

Source: Ng¹ ņҼc Th֙ et al. 2002 

 

.  
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Figure 1.3 Hanoiôs opera house was built during the first decade of the 20th century. 

Source: NXBTT 2006: p.39 

 

In 1946, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) took power and declared Hanoi its 

capital. The newly independent nation went through the First Indochina War (1945-

1954), followed by the Vietnam War (1962-1975). The government policy of de-

urbanization or dispersal of the population and industries away from Hanoi during the 

wars limited both the physical and demographic growth of the city (Nguyên Duc Nhuan 

1978). Nevertheless, by 1965, Hanoiôs total population had reached one million. The 

city was not to exceed this figure for several decades, for two main reasons: continued 

control on rural to urban migration, and economic hardship of the 1980s (Thrift and 

Forbes 1986). In the early 1990s, after the launch of a set of policies known as the ñDoi 

Moiò (renovation) policies, that urban population increased substantially. From then on, 

the cityôs population grew at an annual rate of approximately 3% to reach 3.2 million by 

2007. Most of this new population consisted of rural migrants from surrounding 

provinces, with natural growth playing only a minor role in the population increase 

(Ledent 2002; Gubry et al. 2002). 
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Hanoiôs administrative boundaries were redrawn several times throughout the 20
th
 

century. Among the major changes was the large territorial expansion of the province in 

1978 to encompass over 3,000 km
2
 (Rossi and Pham Van Cu 2002: 314-17). The 

boundaries of the province were then redrawn in 1991 around a smaller territory of 900 

km
2
. Thereafter, most of the administrative territorial changes consisted of attributing an 

urban status to parts of rural districts peripheral to the city (Quertamp 2003: 86-93). 

In 2008, the administrative boundaries of Hanoi were once again extended to include 

the neighbouring province of Ha Tay as well as a handful of districts and communes 

that formerly belonged to the provinces of Vinh Phuc and Hoa Binh. Upon completion 

of this project, the territory of the capital reached 3,300 km² (3.6 times the size of the 

previous area). In doing so, Hanoi absorbed wide areas of agricultural land that now 

constitute two-thirds of its territory. This expansion also implied a doubling of the 

official population of the capital city, namely, from 3.2 to 6.4 million inhabitants. A 

large part of this new population is classified as ñruralò (3.7 million people, against 2.5 

million classified as ñurbanò) (HSO 2009). In terms of population, Hanoi still comes 

just after HCMC (6.8 million) but the city is now far ahead of Hai Phong (1.8 million) 

and Da Nang (822,000). Although encompassing less densely settled areas, Hanoiôs 

population density has now reached an average of 1,926 persons per km
2
 (HSO 2009). 

The official objectives of the expansion were manifold. The enlargement served to 

reaffirm the status of the capital city of Vietnam both at the national and regional scale. 

The so-called ñNew Hanoiò is expected to become a centre of politics, education, 

science, economics, and international exchanges. The new territory is expected to 

contribute to the economic and functional development of the city by encouraging 

investment, including official development aid (ODA) and foreign direct investment 

(FDI), and by allowing the expansion and modernization of the regionôs infrastructure 

network. The new territory is also expected to help accommodate the cityôs 

demographic growth and distribute the population outside of the overcrowded urban 

core (VET 2008). The exact intentions for the future of the New Hanoi will be revealed 

with the release of the Master Plan for 2030 and Vision for 2050. These two documents 

have been in preparation since 2009 by a consortium of three planning and architectural 

firms from South Korea (JICA and Posco) and the United States (Perkins Eastman) 

working in collaboration with the Vietnam Institute of Architecture and Planning 

(VIAP).  
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Hanoiôs economy is growing steadily. The cityôs GDP expanded three-fold between 

2000 and 2008
3
 (HSO 2009: 65). While Hanoi is only home to 7% of Vietnamôs 

population, it contributes 12.5% of the national GDP.
4
 Although the city-province 

encompasses a significant area of agricultural hinterland, the contribution of the primary 

sector to Hanoi's GDP is rather low. Hanoiôs gross output of industry is also relatively 

low, representing only 13% of the countryôs total output (compared to 25% for HCMC) 

in 2008. Hanoi is indeed a less industrialized region than HCMC. As can be expected 

from a capital city, the proportion of the population working in the government sector is 

relatively high, representing 9% of the provinceôs workforce (compared to 6% in 

HCMC and 2% in Hai Phong) (HSO 2009). A growing part of Hanoiôs economic 

growth also comes from FDI. In 2008, Hanoi received close to US$18.8 billion in FDI, 

accounting for 7% of the total investment in Vietnam (HSO 2009: 222).  

The current intentions of the national and municipal authorities are geared to develop a 

knowledge-based urban economy. This is manifest in the decision to build a large high-

technology satellite city 30 kilometres west of the city. Upon completion, the so-called 

ñLang Hoa-Lac Hi-tech Cityò will accommodate major universities and high-quality 

industrial production and human resources (Nguyen Thai Huyen 2009). The creation of 

this ñhigh-tech cityò is part of a larger regional development approach that fosters the 

creation of a multi-polar urban region consisting of autonomous satellite cities dispersed 

around the existing agglomeration.  

                                                
3
 Based on current prices. However, this period also saw an important rise in inflation. 

4
 While substantial, this contribution is only half of that of Ho Chi Minh City. 



 

2. URBAN AND ARCHITECTURAL HERITAGE PROTECTION 

The protection of architectural heritage in central Hanoi has a long history. The roots of 

this movement can be traced back to the beginning of the 20
th
 century when the French 

started to identify and catalogue remarkable monuments on the Indochinese peninsula 

(Nishimura 1997). While concerns for the built heritage faded during wartimes and 

throughout the subsidy era
5
, it revived again in the early 1990s. Following the re-

opening of Vietnamôs borders to foreign visitors, Hanoi revealed to the rest of the world 

one of the best preserved cities of Southeast Asia. 

The cityôs architectural and urban heritage combines exceptional monuments and 

compounds such as pagodas, temples, the citadel, and government buildings scattered 

through the urban fabric. Hanoi also displays exceptional urban ensembles. The core of 

the city consists of a traditional merchant quarter dating back to feudal times. This area 

is characterized by an organic network of narrow streets lined with traditional 

shophouses (see Fig. 3.1) (Pham Dinh Viêt 1997).  

 

Figure 2.1 Traditional shophouse in the Old Quarter 

Source: D. Labbé, 2004 

 

                                                
5
 Vietnamese use the expression ñthoi bao capòðliterally translated as ñsubsidy eraòðto refer to the period stretching from 1954 to 

1986 during which the state subsidized a large part of socio-economic activities. 
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South of the Old Quarter is the Colonial Quarter, an area planned under the French that 

functioned as the administrative and commercial centre of Indochina. As mentioned, 

this area is characterized by a regular street grid of broad avenues, lined with trees and 

flanked by luxurious villas (see Fig. 3.2). Hanoiôs urban fabric further includes a myriad 

of erstwhile rural villages now engulfed into the urban fabric. The city is also 

characterized by a unique natural environment with numerous rivers and lakes, tree-

lined streets, and parks.  

 

Figure 2.2 Colonial villa 

Source: D. Labbé, 2005 

 

This built and natural heritage experienced considerable transformations over time, 

either due to war destruction, poor maintenance during less affluent periods, 

transformations by users due to changes in needs and tastes, and demolition to make 

way for larger and more profitable buildings (UNCHS 2002: 4-42). According to many 

experts, Hanoiôs built heritage is at risk of disappearing if nothing is done to curb 

degradation, inappropriate renovations, and rapid demolitions (Logan 1994; Maclaren 

1996; Parenteau and Champagne 1994; Nguyên Quang and Kammeir 1997; Terunobu et 

al. 1997). Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, this prognosis catalyzed an onslaught of 

preservation-oriented development projects. During this period, more than twenty 

development projects, funded by ten different organizations, addressed the issue of 

preserving the built heritage of the Old Quarter and the Colonial Quarter. 
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These preservation projects set out with a relatively narrow focus on architectural 

preservation but progressively embraced wider concerns about tradition, including the 

preservation of immaterial heritages such as traditional economic activities and 

lifestyles. Nevertheless, on the whole these heritage preservation projects tended to 

focus on a small number of symbolic monuments and on the preservation of the Old 

Quarter and the Colonial Quarter to the detriment of other components of Hanoiôs built 

and natural landscape. Hence, many of the lakes that once characterized the city have 

been filled. The rivers and canals that were once a part of what gave the city a unique 

character are also being progressively buried underground (a decision often justified by 

high pollution levels) (Shibayama et al. 2008). At the same time, the former villages 

that are being integrated into the city space are also witnessing the disappearance of 

their ancient gates, central ponds, ancient houses, and other cultural and architectural 

landmarks. 

 
 

 

Box 3.1: Thang Long Imperial Citadel 

In June 2006, the government of Vietnam submitted an application to the UNESCO 
for the classification of the Thang Long Imperial Citadel complex as a World 

Heritage site. The citadel is a highly significant place in Vietnamôs national history. 

The complex covers approximately 50 hectares. It corresponds to the areas of the 
Forbidden City and Imperial Citadel which were first built during pre-colonial 

times. While most of the original buildings were destroyed during wars, many relics 

remain underground that have been unearthed by archaeologists, including many 

architectural vestiges and artefacts from the period during which Vietnam was 
under Chinese domination and from more recent dynasties. All over the site, 

cultural layers appear and are testimonies of continual cultural and physical changes 

during a period of over 13 centuries. The Vietnamese authorities are hoping to get 
the Thang Long Imperial Citadel listed as one of the UNESCO World Heritage site 

in time for the millennial of Hanoi, in 2010. 

Sources: http://whc.unesco.org/  





 

3. PUBLIC SPACE UPGRADE AND PROVISION 

Hanoi is recognized as one of the most overcrowded cities in the world. In 2008, human 

densities in the urban districts reached an average of 272 persons per hectare and up to 

404 persons per hectare in the historic core (compared to 370 persons per hectare in 

Hong Kong, 86 in Paris, and 62 in London) (ABD 2006). Such human densities put 

enormous pressure on the city to provide common spaces for people to engage in social 

interactions, exercise, get away from the traffic and pollution, and enjoy environments 

other than the exceptionally cramped quarters of their homes (UNCHS 2002). 

However, Hanoi can hardly meet the demand of its citizens for public space. 

Recreational areas, in particular, are insufficient to serve the urban population. Urban 

parks account for only 0.3% of the cityôs territory and represent less than 1m
2
 per 

person. These figures are far below the urban park area offered by other cities in the 

region.
 
Bangkok, to take only one example, has nearly twice as much urban park area 

than Hanoi (1.8 m
2
/per capita, see Thaiutsa et al. 2008).   

 

Figure 3.1 The new Hang Trong Park offers very few recreational options to users. 

Source: D. Labbé, 2009  

 






















































