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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 by conflicts, this process has given rise to 

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

arrived urban population, and by 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 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; 

c. The management of family conditions (gender relations, mobility 

opportunities, etc.); 

d. Conflict arbitration and relationships between newcomers and host 

communities  

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

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 numerous debates appearing in daily newspapers. 

Despite its low circulation, Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ, a leading magazine covering urban affairs, is 

playing a major role in these debates. Indeed, its main objective is to examine urban 

transition in spatial as well as social, economic and political terms. Our interest was 

immediately piqued.  

The content analysis that follows aims to highlight the major themes that have surfaced 

in the specialized but critical discussion on urbanization in Viêt Nam. The magazine is 

intended primarily for urban professionals and seeks to go beyond the strictly 

architectural or urban topics that are commonly considered by experts. The magazine is 

tying to actively take part in the urbanization process in Viêt Nam, by directing 

attention on policies and programs and on everyday behaviour patterns. 

The magazineôs contents illustrate the wide-ranging public debate that is taking place in 

Viêt Nam and the key concerns being addressed. We hand searched each issue 

published in the first two years of the magazine and a summary of the key articles is 

included in the appendix. Selection of the four major topics covered in this review is 

based on the number of articles on these topics. If this review can provide insight into 

local and everyday debates on urban transition in Viêt Nam, the summaries can also 

serve as a database to facilitate in-depth explorations. This research brief is the second 

in a series produced on Viêt Nam, which aims to provide instruments for action and 

thought on the unfolding urban transition in Viêt Nam. 
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Introduction 

 

OVERVIEW OF NGһ֨I ņĎ TH֖ MAGAZINE 

In Vietnamese, the meaning of ñNg̯γi ņ¹ thΠòis city dweller or urban people.  

 

Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ magazine forms part of the media landscape in Viêt Nam. It is vital, 

however, to situate it among other magazines and newspapers read by urban 

professionals to identify the nature of the contributions made by Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ to the 

ways in which urbanization issues in Viêt Nam are framed.  

Media and the urban ñthemeò in Vi°t Nam 

The major daily newspapers in Viêt Nam are Lao ņίng (Labour), TuΫi Trΐ (Youth), 

Thanh Niên (Young People), TiΖn Phong (Pioneer). An online version of these 

newspapers is available free of charge
2
. Other important sources of news and current 

events include web-based newspapers (in particular Vietnamnet
3
), blogs and discussion 

forums (i.e. Tathy
4
 for white-collar workers or Web Trΐ th̭

5
 dedicated to young 

parents). For specific areas of interest, there are popular magazines such as ņͭu t̯ 

(Investment), Thγi b§o kinh tΔ S¨i G¸n
6
 (the trade name in English is The Saigon 

Times), Thγi b§o kinh tΔ ViΜt Nam (the trade name in English is VNEconomy) and Tia 

Sáng (Sun Rays). As their name suggests, the first three magazines focus on economics 

and business, while Tia Sáng (published by the Ministry of Science and Technology) is 

academic and intellectual in scope. These magazines all offer an online version
7
 as well, 

and some of the articles are translated into English. 

                                                
2
 Lao ņ֥ng: http://www.laodong.com.vn/  

 Tu֡i TrԎ: http://tuoitre.vn/ 

 Thanh Niên: http://www.thanhnien.com.vn/  

 TiԚn Phong: http://www.tienphong.vn/  
3
 Vietnamnet: http://vietnamnet.vn/ 

4
 Tathy: http://www.tathy.com/thanglong/ 

5
 Web trԎ thҺ: http://www.webtretho.com/home/index.php 

6
 The reference to ñS¨i G¸nò: this was the name given to HCM City before reunification in 1975. It is still widely used in 
the media and in everyday conversations in Viêt Nam. In Ng̿σi ņ¹ thα, Sài Gòn and HCM City are both used 
interchangeably. As HCM City is the official name, we will refer to it throughout this paper.  

7
 ņӺu tҼ: http://www.vir.com.vn/  

  Th֩i b§o kinh tԒ S¨i G¸n: http://www.thesaigontimes.vn/Home/  

  Th֩i b§o kinh tԒ Vi֓t Nam: http://vneconomy.vn/  

http://www.laodong.com.vn/
http://tuoitre.vn/
http://www.thanhnien.com.vn/
http://www.tienphong.vn/
http://vietnamnet.vn/
http://www.tathy.com/thanglong/
http://www.webtretho.com/home/index.php
http://www.vir.com.vn/
http://www.thesaigontimes.vn/Home/
http://vneconomy.vn/
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Urban news are featured in regular sections, such as ñUrbanò in Thγi b§o kinh tΔ S¨i 

Gòn or ñBusinessò and ñInfrastructure Planningò in Thγi b§o kinh tΔ ViΜt Nam. News 

items exploring the topic of the urban environment, for example regarding the master 

plan of H¨ N֥i or H֟ Ch² Minh City (HCM City), or transportation related problems are 

also featured in sections focusing on society, national policies or the environment. Full-

length reports and investigation stories are published in newspapers along with the daily 

news stories. For example, following the merger of the former province of Hà Tây with 

the capital region of H¨ N֥i, a series of investigative reports were made available online 

on Vietnamnet examining real estate transactions conducted between the local farmers 

of Hà Tây and property developers from the city. Critical reports relating to urban 

development projects are sometimes published, such as the one titled ñThe farmers are 

camping to monitor their land and take the opportunity to grow riceò
8
, which finds 

evidence that farmers in Qu֝c Oai (former province of H¨ T©y) refuse to be thrown off 

their rice fields and make way for a golf course. 

In addition, web-based Tuanvietnam
9
, which is a special column in Vietnamnet, fosters 

more interactive discussions and exchanges between writers and readers. It often 

publishes op-ed letters on urbanization and encourages any kind of reader to hold 

ñwide-rangingò discussions on a host of issues. Many of these readers and writers are in 

fact experts in urban planning or in some cases Vietnamese students abroad. 

Two magazines focusing on urban issues are available in an electronic format, ņ¹ thΠ 

(Urban) and Kinh tΔ Ľ¹ thΠ (Urban Economy, published by the Peopleôs Committee of 

H¨ N֥i). It should be mentioned that, despite their name, they only report news about 

the housing market and new urban developments. In this context, Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ serves 

as the main information source on urban issues with a large number of in-depth critical 

analyses and a commitment towards social concerns. 

General information about Ng̿σi ņ¹ thα 

The magazine was launched in 2006 as a bi-monthly publication with a total circulation 

of 3000 to 4000. These copies are sold through most newsstands located in the centers 

of H¨ N֥i and HCM City. With the editorial boardôs decision to make young urban 

intellectuals their target audience, the magazine is distributed near their place of work 

and residence. 

                                                
8
 The report can be found here: http://vietnamnet.vn/psks/201005/Nong-dan-lap-leu-canh-dat-tranh-thu-cay-trom-
910843/ (last accessed on May 25 2010) 

9
 Tuanvietnam: www.tuanvietnam.net 

http://vietnamnet.vn/psks/201005/Nong-dan-lap-leu-canh-dat-tranh-thu-cay-trom-910843/
http://vietnamnet.vn/psks/201005/Nong-dan-lap-leu-canh-dat-tranh-thu-cay-trom-910843/
http://www.tuanvietnam.net/
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The readership is between the ages of 25 to 50 and is made up primarily of men. The 

editor classifies his readers according to four distinct groups based on their profession: 

managers/administrators, business people (promoters), scientists, as well as urban 

dwellers. 

The magazine received initial funding from the Institute for Urban Research and 

Infrastructure Development. The budget so far has come mainly from advertising (the 

list of companies that have advertised in its pages in 2007 and 2008 is given in the 

Annex). In 2009, employees included four journalists who conducted interviews or 

surveys and five editors who composed and edited the articles written by guest experts. 

Overall content and themes covered in the magazine 

Urbanization in Viêt Nam is occurring at a rapid pace and on a vast scale. However, 

both on an institutional and theoretical (ideological) level, little has been done to try to 

come to terms with the process of urban growth, and this has meant that society as a 

whole is now facing major problems (comment made during an interview with the 

editor on June 19, 2009). The magazineôs ambition is therefore to improve 

understanding of urban life in terms of material and human development by offering 

insights and raising ñhotò questions about the urban environment. It stands apart from 

other specialized magazines by running articles that address both causes and solutions. 

Each issue averages 50 pages, excluding cover pages, advertising and the table of 

contents. The magazine contains a number of regular sections covering various themes, 

including urban planning, lifestyle, cultural activities, etc. (section names and number of 

pages in each section are detailed in Table 1). Sections containing the most pages are 

News in Focus, Living, Culture, Economy and News Flash (Figure 1).     
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Table 1: The magazineôs regular sections 

Sections Original title in Vietnamese Number of pages 

News Flash (The City Today; Readers) 

News in Focus 

People 

Special Reports 

Sundry Profiles (New types of jobs, Trends) 
Living (Health, Fine Dining, Fashion, Electronic 

Products, Driving, etc.) 

Home and Land 

Economy 

Careers and Income 

New Tourist Destinations 

Family, Health, Education 

Culture (Fine Arts, Music, Films, Books) 

Sports News  

The World 

Flash ņ¹ th֗ h¹m nay, BӴn Ľ֙c 

Th֩i sֽ cԀn ĽiԜm 

Nh©n vԀt 

Ph·ng sֽ 

Mu¹n mԊt                                                                            
S֝ng 

 

Nhà ï ņӸt  

Kinh tԒ 

Sֽ nghi֓p ï TiԚn lҼҺng 

Kh§m ph§ du l֗ch 

Gia Ľ³nh, Sֵc kh֛e, Gi§o dֱc 

VŁn h·a  

ThԜ thao 

ThԒ gi֧i 

4 

10 

2 

2 

3 
 

7 

3 

5 

1 

2 

2 

6 

2 

1 

Total  50 

 

 

Figure 1: The relative weight of each section 

 

The editorial committee selects the topics that will be covered in the News in Focus 

section. Then, urban planners, managers and the public are asked to participate in a 

discussion to voice their opinions on the topic. Both the Living and Culture sections 

address topics directly related to urban living, namely consumption and cultural  

 

 

Content share of various magazine sections  

 

News in Focus 

 

Living  

 

Culture 

 

Economy 

 

News 
Flash  

News Flash  

News in Focus 

People 

Special Reports 

 Sundry Profiles  

Living  

Home and Land 

Economy 

Careers and Income 

New Tourist Destinations) 

Family, Health, Rducation 

Culture 

Sports News  

The World 
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activities. The Economy section, meanwhile, reports on interviews, analysis and current 

events on the overall national economy and the housing market in particular. Finally, 

the News Flash section features items about the urban environment at the national and 

international level as well as letters from its readers. According to the editor, the 

magazine places special emphasis on the physical aspects (spatial organization) of the 

city because they are the most visible urban transformations under way.  

The Editor-in-chiefôs perspective on urbanization in Vi°t Nam  

Prior to the launch of the magazine, its editor, Mr. TrӺn Trung Ch²nh, was in charge of a 

section in one of the chief Vietnamese newspapers, Lao Ľίng (Worker). Since then, he 

accepted a position at the Institute for Urban Research and Infrastructure Development. 

During the June 19, 2009 interview, he shared personal views on urbanization and its 

impacts in Viêt Nam. 

He begins by stating that the most important changes taking place in the country are tied 

to the process of urbanization and ñ[...] out of new urban developments will arise many 

social contradictions [...] this urbanisation experience is unprecedented in Vietnamese 

history, and comes with many risksò (Illustration 1a and b). He draws on the example of 

human relations in urban areas: the streets are occupied by cars and motorcycles, 

sidewalks are for businesses, but with no room left for pedestrians, public activities are 

restricted (Illustration 2a and b). There is thus a shortage of spaces in which trade and 

cultural and spiritual activities can occur. Consequently, people become increasingly 

isolated. 

Other impacts of urbanization also mentioned by Mr. TrӺn Trung Ch²nh are the quality 

of the physical environment, social composition (migrants from the countryside and 

women), social space, the procurement system and street vendors. Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ features 

several in-depth articles on these impacts. 

The inevitable process of urbanization implies that we follow an urban development 

model that offers the least loses. The editor follows on this point by stating that: ñ... the 

government must not cater to special interest groups and leave out the masses.ò To take 

advantage of urbanization, Mr. Chính thinks we should work with scientists and 

committed and motivated urban residents. He insists on providing managers with 

training in urban environmental management in order to make local authorities more 

effective. He also points out that local authorities must enjoy increased autonomy, but in 

his opinion, the state has been reluctant to decentralize and empower them. 
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Illustration 1: The rapid pace of urbanization in H¨ N֥i (by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm, 2010) 
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Illustration 2: Sidewalk bustle in H֟ Ch² Minh City (by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm, 2010) 

 

 

 





 

1. NEW NEIGHBOURHOODS  

The 40 issues of Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ published in 2007 and 2008 regularly feature articles on 

the development of new neighbourhoods (or KDTM
10

). Indeed, an average of 1.8 

articles per issue in 2007 and 1.2 articles per issue in 2008 were published on this 

theme, out of an average of 45 articles per issue (Table 2). We paid close attention to 

the debates and discussions that took place on questions raised by residents, scientists, 

managers and business people about life in the new neighbourhoods of Viêt Nam.  

Table 2: Number of articles addressing the theme ñNew Neighbourhoodsò 

 In 2007 In 2008 

Total number of articles on this theme 36 24 

Average number of articles on this theme per issue 1,8 1,2 

Percentage of articles on this theme (%) 4 2,7 

Total number of articles published per issue (average): 45 

 

We subsequently classified the debates and discussions under four sub-themes, namely 

physical space, the social and cultural dimension, the legal framework and the shortage 

of affordable housing.  

1.1 Built environment: development model, infrastructure and 
architecture 

A number of articles focusing on the built environment in the new neighbourhoods were 

published in special issues or showcased in the regular ñHome and Landò
11

 section 

(introduced in the 6
th
 Issue) (two of the most well-known neighbourhoods are found in 

Illustration 3a and b). Generally, urban planning experts are more inclined to explore 

the urban form. They have set their sights on sustainable development models by 

highlighting the importance of balancing ecological, architectural and social goals (Lê 

ņ³nh Tri, Issue 22, 2008: 34; Nguy֑n H֟ng Thֱc, Issue 24, 2008: 35; KhҼҺng VŁn 

MҼ֩i, Issue 29, 2008: 37). Urban youth, in particular, prefer living in apartment 

buildings because lower construction costs make them more affordable (Nguy֑n Minh 

Hòa, Issue 3, 2007: 12). However, housing models adapted to the lifestyle of young 

intellectuals must also be considered that can offer ñenough room for a desk and a 

library, [...] an open space to create a public area with gardens and courtyards...ò 

(HuȢnh Th¼c H¨o, Issue 3, 2007: 15). 
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   Acronym of Khu Ľ¹ thα mρi (in Vietnamese) 
11

 Chuy֓n nh¨, chuy֓n ĽӸt (in Vietnamese) 
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A more detailed discussion is presented on two models of success, the Linh ņ¨m in H¨ 

N֥i and the Ph¼ M׃ HҼng (PMH) in HCM City development projects.  

ñAt Linh ņ¨m, the neighbourhood pattern is characterized by a set of parallel 

streets which is standard in tropical architecture. They serve to anchor 

shops, services and road traffic that fit well with a traditional urban lifestyle. 

The project includes community courses and neighbourhood activities.  

In the case of PMH, which is intended for a larger area, a synchronized 

plan
12

 was developed. Moreover, in architectural terms, the neighbourhood 

combines elements of modern and tropical styles which were introduced in 

HCM City in the 1960s.ò (Nguy֑n H֟ng Thֱc, Issue 24, 2008: 35) 

It is worth mentioning that the opinions expressed on the models of new 

neighbourhoods are altogether positive (Nguy֑n Minh H¸a, Issue 7, 2007: 12; Minh 

Quang, Issue 7, 2007: 15). Overall comments made on PMH are particularly 

encouraging (Mai HҼҺng, Issue 17, 2007: 40), including the six articles found in Issue 

24, which made the neighbourhood the topic of a review or used images of PMH to 

show a quality neighbourhood model (Issue 24, 2008: 35-39). However, another writer 

is more critical of the tendency to include large single-family homes in these suburban 

neighbourhoods by declaring ñ... it is a waste. This model will eat away entirely the land 

set aside for urban development in the future, thus causing cities to sprawl.ò For this 

reason, he argues for increased urban densities (Hoàng Giang, Issue 7, 2007: 35).  

 

Illustration 3: Two newly-built neighbourhoods: a) Trung H¸a Nh©n Ch²nh (H¨ N֥i, by Th֗-
Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm, 2008), b) Ph¼ M׃ HҼng (HCM City, by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm, 2010) 
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 The Vietnamese government considers that synchronized plans imply that infrastructure systems, public services and 
residential and commercial buildings be simultaneously developed. 
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Other challenges related to basic infrastructure have been documented. These include 

the treatment of drinking water and access in the new neighbourhoods of H¨ N֥i and 

HCM City (Thֱc H©n, Issue 12, 2007: 35), and quality standards used for residential 

units or building ñframesò (Nguy֑n TuӸn HӶi, Issue 10, 2007: 35) or for fire protection 

systems and telecommunications systems (ņông Lê, Issue 2, 2007: 14). 

Many construction companies are advertising that their housing projects meet specific 

criteria defined by experts, as in the case of the Sky Garden area located in the PMH 

neighbourhood (NhҼ Khanh, Issue 13, 2007: 37). 

 

Box 1: Advertisement  ñPh¼ M׃ An ï a modern urban neighbourhoodò
13 

Issue 17, 2007: 39  (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

Built on a plot of 643423 m2, it is one of the first new neighbourhoods in the city of ņ¨ NԈng. The 

neighbourhood will serve as a model for urban development in the region thanks to its location (close 

to industrial areas, on the road to H֥i An) and access to social services (hospitals, schools, the Las 

Vegas golf course). In addition, it will be ñgreenò and bounded by the NgȈ H¨nh SҺn Mountain and 

C֡ C¸ River, so it will provide a healthy environment [...]. The neighbourhood offers upscale 

amenities as well as a total of ten parks and open spaces covering an area of 85000 m2. 

 

1.2 Social and cultural dimension 

Social and cultural facilities and activities in the new neighbourhoods have received a 

share of negative comments, citing their influence on the ways in which residents 

conduct themselves and worsen living conditions in high-rise apartment buildings. The 

photos published in Issue 9 (pages 36-37) show how the common areas of such 

buildings are being used: a meat stall, a small café with plastic chairs, and clothes lying 

on the stairs. Another writer considers some of the causes of this situation. First, the 

spatial organization is not suitable for the lifestyle of Vietnamese people, such as drying 

clothes outdoors or using public areas to socialize. Second, residents are not prepared to 

share their lives with so many neighbours. The writer draws from the experiences in 

Singapore and Israel where education programmes are offered and fines are imposed 

(Nguy֑n Hֻu Th§i, Issue 23, 2008: 8). Elsewhere, it is believed that building 
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management should be improved to enhance not only quality of life, but also 

satisfaction with social life in the neighbourhood (H©n HҼҺng, Issue 9, 2007: 35, 36). 

In addition, Ngγ̯i ņ¹ thΠ publishes surveys designed to elicit the publicôs views on the 

new neighbourhoods. The surveys ask the respondents to assess their level of 

satisfaction and rank their concerns and interests when buying and moving to a new 

neighbourhood (ņ¹ng L°, Issue 2, 2007: 14; Khánh Lê, Issue 7, 2007: 14 and Issue 9, 

2007: 36).  

 

Box 2: Concerns over management (considered 4th most important in a 2007 survey)  

ņ¹ng L°, Issue 2, 2007: 14 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

Slightly more than half (51.5%) of the population agrees that the lack of professionalism in the 

management of high-rise buildings is a cause for concern. Thus, this issue is an important consideration 

when purchasing an apartment. However, 16.4% of the population surveyed feels that their freedom is 

limited by the increased security in the buildings, for example, regulations that impose fixed hours of 

entry and exit. 

 

It was found that the level of satisfaction of residents varies between neighbourhoods. 

Residents of ņ֗nh C¹ng or Nam ThŁng Long (in H¨ N֥i) are less satisfied those than in 

PMH (Box 3). More specifically, PMH residents say they form satisfying relationships 

with their neighbours. Visitors who come to enjoy the beautiful coffee houses and parks 

have a similar opinion on these relationships (Thiên An, Issue 24, 2008: 40) (Illustration 

4). Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ describes the ongoing efforts by the PMH Corporation to organize 

community-based environmental and charity initiatives, such as the walkathon to help 

fight poverty
14

 (Mai HҼҺng, Isssue 17, 2007: 40).  
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Box 3: Comparison of the degree of  satisfaction with social life in PMH and other 

neighbourhoods 

Interview conducted by Khánh Lê, Issue 9, 2007: 36 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-

HiԚn PhӴm) 

ñItôs a fairly private living space, but social cohesion in the community and close-knit relationships 

are maintained between neighbours. In PMH, attitudes towards lifestyle and other residents are 

different. Respect for others is a priority. (Gia Y°n).ò 

ñIn ņ֗nh C¹ng, management is practically absent. Residents pay a monthly fee, but housekeeping is 

done every 2 or 3 days [...] I have never seen security guards patrolling the grounds. (ņ֣ ViԒt 

Doanh).ò 

In Nam ThŁng Long, the security guards take it upon themselves to stop anybody who does not live 

in the neighbourhood to enter. It feels like a prison here. (PhӴm To¨n).ò 

 

 

Illustration 4: A shopping street in PMH (by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm, 2010) 
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Residents have trouble adapting to their new lifestyle in the so-called resettlement 

neighbourhoods
15

. After years spent in slums or poor areas, they face many problems 

after moving to their new homes. One writer notes: the purchase price, the rental fee or 

even mortgage payments are well beyond their financial capabilities. Furthermore, they 

find themselves unable to work (as street vendors) and they are not used to living in a 

modern high-rise building. Their life becomes unstable, and many finally prefer selling 

their apartment and settle elsewhere (Nguy֑n Anh T¼, Issue 25, 2008: 14). 

ñEarning just 80 000 Ľιng per day, I have to feed my mother, my wife and 

two children. Where can I find the money to reimburse a 2 million mortgage 

loan or pay 1 million in rent?ò (Nguy֑n VŁn Danh, carpenter, District 10, 

HCM City) 

My wife and I have lived here for the past three months, but we always use 

the stairs, except when there is someone with us who knows how to use an 

elevatorò (Nguy֑n Ho¨ng ThҼҺng, 67 years of age, HCM City) 

I live on the 8
th
 floor. When I first moved into this apartment, I burned phony 

money (fake banknotes offered in rituals) to pray for the local land spirits. 

There was some smoke but the alarm went off in a loud sound, and the 

security guards wanted me to pay a fine. Honestly, I return home only at 

night to sleep, and I prefer spending the day down on the street (TrӺn Nh©n 

T¹n) because I feel trapped aboveò (TrӺn VŁn DȈng, coffee vendor, District 

10, HCM City). 

1.3  Legal framework 

The legal framework problem mainly involves construction standards for new 

neighbourhoods. For example, in the case of ñhigh endò apartments, experts have asked 

that guidelines for criteria or standard requirements be offered to potential buyers to 

help them choose an apartment that provides good value for money (Nguy֑n H֟ng 

Thֱc, Issue 2, 2007: 11 and 14). In subsequent issues, Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ published the 

guidelines and government orders concerning these matters (Issue 28, 2008: 37; Issue 

30, 2008: 16). 

Moreover, administrative procedures developed for new neighbourhoods are 

inappropriate and existing guidelines are contradictory (Illustration 5). According to 

TrӺn Du L֗ch, Director of HCM Cityôs Institute of Economics and Nguy֑n Ng֙c ņ¨o, 

member of the National Assembly, inadequate regulatory provisions on speculation and 

on buying and selling of apartments expose middle-income people to disastrous price 

hikes (Ngô Gia, Issue 15, 2007: 35, Chí Tùng, Issue 15, 2007: 37). Illustrations of 
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 T§i Ľ֗nh cҼ (in Vietnamese):  The neighbourhoods intended for people currently living in old and blighted high-rise 
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problems incurred by risky contracts or sales of semi-finished units are reported in 

several issues (Duy Hùng, Issue 10, 2007: 18; Anh Bùi, Issue 10, 2007: 37; Nguy֑n 

TuӸn HӶi, Issue 10, 2007: 35) (Illustration 6). It is worth mentioning that from Issue 10 

onwards, articles on legal advice for buyers are featured in a new regular section called 

ñYour Lawyerò
16

. 

 

Illustration 5: View of prefabricated housing in suburban H¨ N֥i  
(by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm, 2010) 

 

 

Illustration 6: Protest against expropriation, neighbourhood of Eden, HCM City central 
area (by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm, 2010) 
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Getting back to the building management concern, the absence of a legal framework 

means that real-estate promoters have nothing to draw on to arrange to sell or lease 

properties to businesses (H©n HҼҺng, Issue 9, 2007: 35 and 36). A more complete 

analysis on this subject can be found in the sub-section on the social and cultural 

dimension (beginning on page 12). 

1.4 Affordable housing shortage 

Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ draws attention to the serious shortage of affordable housing in Viêt Nam. 

Various articles examine the supply of housing for different groups of potential buyers. 

To begin, they focus on young urban professionalsô high demand for housing (Nguy֑n 

Minh H¸a, Issue 3, 2007: 12; Nguy֑n VŁn ņֽc, Issue 27, 2008: 37). Yet, despite 

receiving government support and approval in 2007, a planning ordinance blocked the 

only affordable housing project for young people (see also Box 4) (NhҼ Khanh, Issue 3, 

2007: 16). 

 

Box 4: Saving the idea of housing for 10000 young intellectuals  

Interview conducted by NhҼ Khanh, Issue 3, 2007: 16 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn 

PhӴm) 

The following are the key points made in an interview with the director of the limited liability 

company ñņӺu tҼ - x©y dֽng kinh doanh nh¨ Gia H¸aò or ñInvestment ï home building business of 

Gia H¸aò (HCM City). The company has put forward a plan to build 10000 apartment units for young 

professionals. The proposed project includes an agreement with partner banks to issue mortgages to 

young home buyers (up to 70% of an apartmentôs value can be financed over 15 years) if they 

purchase a home built by the company. 

District 9 (HCM City) is the intended site for the first phase of construction, but faced with changes in 

planning policy, land acquisition costs and corporate taxes, the company decided to delay the project.  

 

According to experts, the project is plagued with internal problems. Rental property is 

considered a better investment alternative (Anonymous, Issue 24, 2007: 8).  

ñA 20 m
2
 apartment is too small for Vietnamese families. Instead, the state 

should provide units with a minimum size of 40 m
2
 at affordable prices and 

subsidized for 15 or 20 years.ò (L° KiԚu, Head of the branch of technology 

and technical standards, Standards Committee of the Ministry of 

Construction)  
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ñYoung Vietnamese tend to move out of their parentsô homes to start their 

own families, so they prefer living in apartments with separate bedrooms. 

However, limited income households cannot afford these apartmentsò. 

(Nguy֑n Tr֙ng H¸a, Director, HCM Cityôs Department for Urban Planning 

and Architecture) 

 ñLetôs do some quick math: based on the project information provided, [...] it 

would take me 50 years to save the 450-600 million Ľιng required to 

purchase a unit. However, once I got married, I would be forced to look for 

another bigger apartment. We do not call that stability. (Nguy֑n Duy°n, aged 

25, journalist for the Industry Journal of Viêt Nam) 

The housing needs of low-income households are also affected by the shortage. The 

marketing director of the Thֳ ņֵc Housing development company highlights a 

paradox: having the traditional Asian mindset, Vietnamese naturally seek 

homeownership, but current property prices are so high that the market is out of reach 

for many. A state subsidized housing model is proposed instead (Nguy֑n Qu֝c Y, Issue 

28, 2008: 36). 

Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ identifies a number of factors contributing to this affordable housing 

crisis. First, real estate companies place a lot of pressure on architects to design luxury 

apartments and low-income households in Viêt Nam are therefore deprived of 

affordable housing (H֟ B§ Th©m, Issues 18 and 19, 2008: 11). Second, according to a 

manager, the state does not require companies to build affordable housing, but it can 

offer subsidies to people who are willing to buy (Nguy֑n MӴnh H¨, Issue 27: 34). 

Private developers, meanwhile, complain that it is difficult to get approval from the city 

to build affordable housing (Nguy֑n VŁn ņֽc, Issue 27, 2008: 37). 

 





 

2. CLIMATE CHANGE, INFRASTRUCTURE AND FLOODING  

The magazine investigates climate risks in contemporary urban Viêt Nam by addressing 

the relationship between climate change, inadequate urban infrastructure and flooding. 

With only two articles published in 2007 on this theme (new neighbourhoods was the 

focus of many more articles), the number increased to 15 in 2008, due to major flooding 

events occurring in urban areas that year (Table 3).  

Table 3: Number of articles addressing the theme ñClimate change,  
Infrastructure and Floodingò 

 In 2007 In 2008 

Totat number of articles on this theme 2 15 

Average number of articles on this theme per issue 0,1 0,75 

Percentage of articles on this theme (%) 2 1,7 

Total number of articles published per issue (average): 45 

 

2.1 Climate change and urban development 

Issue 22 of Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ, published in 2008, is devoted entirely to climate change, 

emphasizing the fact that Viêt Nam will be one of the three countries in the world to 

experience the most severe impacts. The views of managers and Vietnamese and 

foreign experts on this topic were gathered, specifically on the provision of physical and 

social infrastructure in new urban development projects. 

International experts conclude that Viêt Nam is facing enormous environmental and 

economic risks, especially in urban areas (Issue 22, 2008; DANIDA: 11; UNDP: 13) 

(see Box 5).  

Box 5: The south, HCM City: a great disaster  

David Annandale, Senior Consultant, Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA), Issue 22, 

2008: 11 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm)  

Floods, which occur in 40 to 50% of the southern provinces of the country, will affect the lives of 30% 

of the population and 90% of poor people. Industrial areas and roads are equally vulnerable. HCM City 

is one of the most flood-prone cities in Viêt Nam, given that 43% of its territory could be flooded. [...] 

Clearly, the country must play a more important role in preparing the public to mitigate and respond to 

adverse climate change impacts. 
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According to ņ¨o Xu©n H֙c, Vice Chairman of the Central Department for Flood 

Protection and Storms and Deputy Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development, the 

Vietnamese government is well aware that climate change must be addressed. 

Therefore, he required that contingency plans be put in place, such as the National 

Strategy for protection and mitigation of disasters in the year 2020 ñ...aimed at 

minimizing risks rather than simply responding when a disaster occurs.ò (Anonymous, 

Issue 22, 2008: 15). Moreover, the Vice-Director of the Institute for Urban and Rural 

Planning, Ng¹ Trung HӶi, said that the Ministry of Construction has awarded a contract 

to the Institute in conjunction with the Ministry of Planning and Investment to build a 

national highway along the north coast and to implement sustainable urban development 

projects (The National Programme 21) (ņֵc Hi֓p, Issue 22, 2008: 14). However, an 

expert at DANIDA urges the government to help local managers by providing them 

with detailed guidelines to minimize risks: raising population awareness, providing 

technological support for conducting analyses, and land use planning in vulnerable 

areas (David Annandale, Issue 22, 2008: 11). 

Experts strongly advise that rising sea levels be taken into account when proceeding 

with urban development projects in HCM City, in particular, by restricting building in 

flood-prone areas and considering flood risk in the design of urban models (Box 6). 

 

Ng¹ Trung HӶi also acknowledges the numerous efforts made by Vietnamese scientists 

and speakers at conferences organized by UNDP and the Ministry of Environment and 

Natural Resources (January 2008). Nguy֑n Tr֙ng H¸a, Director, HCM Cityôs 

Department of Urban Planning and Architecture, does not seem to have heard about  

 

Box 6: To what extent could planning be influenced? 

ņֵc Hi֓p, Issue 22, 2008: 14 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

Interview with Mr. Ng¹ Trung HӶi ï Vice-Director of the Institute for Urban and Rural Planning 

Concerning developments south of HCM City, which provide significant potential economic benefits, 

the costs may be greater because of the risk of flooding in these areas. The new neighbourhoods such 

as PMH and the south of HCM City are subject to annual flooding, although nothing so far has been 

built here. New urban models must allow for the risk of flooding. [...] Road networks and urban 

neighbourhoods must not be built spontaneously and on a massive scale. Instead, we could provide 

elevated flood-proof buildings (such as Sky Garden, PMH), build smart tunnels and take advantage of 

the existing natural canals.  
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these efforts. He believes instead that the city will wait for evidence or for more specific 

information about rising sea levels before taking a decision (LҼҺng Thi֓n, Issue 22, 

2008: 12).  

ñScientific evidence, and not rumours, must form the basis of our response. 

Seminars will be organized to hold discussions and recommend 

decisions.[...] Show us the evidence, then I will make changes, mere words 

should not cause us to panicò. (Nguy֑n Tr֙ng H¸a, Director, HCM Cityôs 

Department for Urban Planning and Architecture) 

Underground infrastructure projects such as the subway system are part of the strategy 

to reduce climate change risks and the Director has complete trust in the ability of 

Japanese specialists working on the future subway in HCM City. 

ñThey (the Japanese) have even dug out a tunnel under the sea, so flooding 

should not be an issue for them. Built at a cost of 1.2 billion USD, we should 

be thinking about ways to use it and make profits. We will ensure the 

subway is built in compliance with the construction standards of Japan, 

which experiences earthquakes, tsunamis and volcanoes. They therefore 

can be trusted.ò  

2.2 Underground infrastructure  

A number of articles were published on this topic in 2008, especially after the severe 

flooding that hit HCM City and H¨ N֥i (in October and November 2008, respectively). 

According to construction experts, Viêt Nam is currently not equipped with 

underground infrastructure, including a proper drainage system (Nguy֑n VŁn QuӶng, 

Senior Consultant and Nguy֑n C¹ng Ph¼, Director at APAVE Vi°t Nam and Southeast 

Asia, Issue 35, 2008: 10). However, some of the existing infrastructure is beneficial, i.e. 

railway stations and tunnels can help solve transportation problems, drainage can 

minimize flooding impacts, and underground infrastructure can protect land from being 

expropriated. 

Viêt Nam is facing major problems in undertaking infrastructure projects, due to 

planning, legal, financial and human resource deficiencies. For example, detailed 

guidance is not available on the construction of high-rise apartment building basements 

in new neighbourhoods, despite several days of heavy flooding in 2008 (Nguy֑n Anh 

Tú, Issue 35, 2008: 35). In addition, the various sectors involved in infrastructure 

management overlap and slow the construction and renovation process of the current 

system. To underline this point, Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ reported that accidents (which were 

foreseeable) did occur during underground construction work (TrӺn PhҼҺng ņ¹ng, 

Issue 31, 2008: 14) or in surface construction (T¹ VŁn TrҼ֩ng, Issue 35, 2008: 8) (see 

Box 7). 
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Box 7: The effects of underground infrastructure management inefficiency 

Predicted deaths  

TrӺn PhҼҺng ņ¹ng, Issue 31, 2008: 14 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

The article recounts several accidents (mostly involving children) which occurred in HCM City as a 

direct result of the improper management of sewer and tunnel construction.  

An administrative process behind the protection of a Blockhaus
17

  

T¹ VŁn TrҼ֩ng ï Director of the Irrigation Planning Institute for southern regions, Issue 35, 2008: 8 

(summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

The lô-cΧt (blockhaus) represents a source of many problems for the city, namely congestion and air 

pollution (Illustration 7). The writer analyzes the logistical complications in carrying out underground 

infrastructure work in HCM City: the ageing underground system, the lack of an underground 

infrastructure-restructuring plan and project management across many sectors. Steps to implement an 

institutional mechanism for cooperation and coordination in the various sectors dedicated to water 

management, electricity and telecommunications are therefore proposed. 

 

 

Illustration 7: View of a blockhaus in H¨ N֥i (by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm, 2010) 
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This was the main subject of the ñInternational and Vietnamese experiences on 

underground infrastructureò Conference which provided a forum on the causes and 

lessons learned. The above-mentioned experts stressed the urgency of the problem and 

proposed the following solutions: 

¶ A master plan for underground infrastructure, in consultation with foreign 

experts, to provide a long term vision, especially for H¨ N֥i and HCM City 

¶ Improved training for Vietnamese specialists 

¶ Coordination of the master plan by taking into account other types of 

underground facilities such as parking lots  

Local managers have confirmed that HCM City is currently involved in ongoing 

negotiations with foreign partners, focusing initially on the central areas. The master 

plan for the entire city could take at least two years to complete and ñ... it will be very 

expensive since we lack experience and we therefore must hire foreign experts.ò 

(Nguy֑n Tr֙ng H¸a, Director, HCM Cityôs Department of Urban Planning and 

Architecture, Issue 22, 2008: 12). 

2.3 Urban flooding 

The magazine has been chronicling flood-related problems and their causes in HCM 

City since 2007 (H©n HҼҺng, Issue 2, 2007: 18; HuȢnh NhԀt Khoa, Issue 7, 2007: 6). A 

greater number of articles addressed this topic from 2008 onwards, because of two 

major floods that hit H¨ N֥i and HCM City in late 2008. Several days of heavy rainfall 

led to flash flooding in H¨ N֥i and high tides devastated HCM City. A series of 

photographs were taken showing residents struggling to survive: flood-damaged homes, 

skin diseases and loss of income by merchants due to the drastic decline of customer 

demand (TrӺn PhҼҺng ņ¹ng, Issue 36, 2008: 14). 

In the articles appearing in the magazine, experts describe how the drainage system was 

managed and performed during the H¨ N֥i flood events of November 2008. In reality, 

the system is hindered by several flaws: ineffective irrigation and drainage, accelerated 

infilling  of lakes and the Red River is not dredged by the city on an annual basis 

(Nguy֑n TrҼ֩ng TiԒn, Vice-President of the H¨ N֥i construction company and 

President of the Association of Soil Mechanics and Geotechnical Engineering of Viêt 

Nam, Issue 37, 2008: 10; Nguy֑n T¨i, Chair of the Department of Infrastructure, 

PhҼҺng ņ¹ng University, H¨ N֥i, Issue 37, 2008: 12). The management of pumping 

stations across the city has also been the object of criticism. 
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ñIf the Y°n S֫ station is in good working order, five to six days are required 

to pump 500 mm of rainwater. However, the team was so bogged down in 

management and station administration tasks [...]. Throughout the difficult 

period prior to 1954, the capital has never been flooded for more than two 

days.ò (L° KiԚu, Issue 37, 2008: 13) 

Most experts maintain that this is the result of faulty underground infrastructure 

planning, especially in the new neighbourhoods located in the southern areas of the city.  

ñPlanners in H¨ N֥i are only interested in the ñyangò portions of the city, that 

is to say, those above the earthôs surface. When building new homes and 

city neighbourhoods, underground portions are not developed in earnest and 

can even be neglected.ò (Nguy֑n TrҼ֩ng TiԒn, Issue 37, 2008: 10) 

ñAreas hardest hit by the floods are located in the new neighbourhood of M׃ 

ņ³nh. Therefore, failure in handling heavy rains is due to inadequate 

infrastructure.ò (L° KiԚu, Issue 37, 2008:13) 

An illustration of the problems caused by an unsynchronized approach to urban 

planning is provided in a photo-reportage report (Box 8). To reduce flooding and 

minimize their impact, experts suggest building tunnels and sewers, reviewing the 

development proposal for the south, including the capacity of pumping stations, and 

adopt a coordinated and long-term approach to planning. 

 

Box 8: The homes buried alive  

ņֵc Hi֓p; Th¨nh VŁn, Issue 28, 2008: 22 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

The article shows that when some sections of roadway are raised by 2 m, the homes built along these 

streets are filled with dirty water and dust and are devoid of light, etc. The lives of residents are 

substantially undermined: flooding hazards, shops going out of business, etc. 

The illustrations in this article are of LӴc Long Qu©n Street (H¨ N֥i).  

 

    

 



 

3. THE URBAN MIDDLE CLASS 

With the exception of an article where the urban middle class is discussed in light of a 

survey (see Box 9), nowhere in the magazine does the theme ñurban middle classò 

appear explicitly and no entire section is devoted to it. Nevertheless, 26 articles in 2007 

and 16 in 2008 (respectively 3% and 2% of all articles published during this period) 

highlight the distinctive characteristics of the middle class (Table 4). Indeed, this theme 

is considered in two types of articles: special issues and regular sections. We identified 

five sub-themes relevant to our discussion on this theme. 

 

Box 9: The wealthy, the middle class, and the poor: who benefits?  

Ng֙c Quy°n, Issue 2, 2007: 6 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

A survey conducted by the TNS company in 4 major cities in Viêt Nam in 2007 found that 55% of the 

4000 households who responded are regarded as middle class, compared to 30% in 1999. The 

proportion of disadvantaged people is therefore declining and the U.S. model of social development 

promoted by the Clinton Administration could explain this. 

In Viêt Nam, the middle class earns an average monthly income ranging from 259 to 500 USD (in 

2007). They hold management positions in the commercial or industrial sectors. Respectively 50% 

and 47% of these employees own mobile phones and computers. Among those who have computers, 

20% are connected to the Internet. The top two consumer products are mopeds and mobile phones. 

Spending on leisure activities has increased since 1999 to 400 000 ĽΩng per month. As 22% of 

respondents were parents living with children under the age of 4, spending on dairy and nutritional 

products rose since 1999. 

The writer claims that the growth of the middle class is a result of Vi°t Namôs national poverty 

elimination programme. However, social progress is not yet steady. For example, some farmers may 

regress back into poverty following a major storm. 

 

 

Table 4: Number of articles addressing the theme ñUrban Middle Classò 

 In 2007 In 2008 

Totat number of articles on this theme 27 16 

Average number of articles on this theme per issue 1,3 0,8 

Percentage of articles on this theme (%) 2,9 1,8 

Total number of articles published per issue (average): 45  
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The first sub-theme examines lifestyles with a particular focus on social transformations 

that were the topic of special issues. Its purpose is to reflect on the important changes 

that are taking place in urban society, especially current behaviour patterns of urban 

children and adolescents, the role of women and the rise of the urban elite class. Ng̯γi 

ņ¹ thΠ asked scientists, artists or well-known public figures to submit their views and 

analyses. 

The second sub-theme reviews a series of articles published in special issues addressing 

the continued existence of markets in the face of the growth of supermarkets in Viêt 

Namôs major urban areas. This change will affect not only the food consumption habits 

of the middle class, but also the lives of market shopkeepers. 

The last three sub-themes examine the role played by consumption, cultural life and 

new forms of employment of the urban middle class. Articles are taken from the regular 

sections, such as ñLiving
18
ò, ñSundry Profiles

19
ò, ñCultureò and ñCareers and Incomeò 

to dissect the middle class lifestyle today.  

3.1 Social Transformations 

We will reflect on the points raised in the discussions concerning urban adolescents, 

students and professionals. One particular article features a profile on Vietnamese 

adolescents (i.e. also known as teens
20

). According to this writer, teens should not have 

to deal with social conflicts or face wars as in previous generations. Besides, many 

teens benefit from Internet access and the progress made by society. They seek ways to 

express themselves by introducing new and foreign ideas: ñIôm not perfect but Iôm 

original and Iôm proud.ò This generation is therefore more likely to adopt liberal social 

values (Hòa Thiên, Issue 11, 2007: 17). 

However, the article paints a gloomy picture of teen culture driven by the media and 

advertisement. There is a real danger that teenagers will adopt superficial cultural values 

that underlie TV shows like ñVietnam Idolò or the Harajuku trend
21

. Many teens are 

increasingly immersed in this global world. This concern is shared by another journalist 

who finds that young peopleôs attitude towards the Vietnamese language is distorted by 

online blog discussion forums. These linguistic codes are even reflected in their school 

homework assignments (PhӴm Thֱc, Issue 4, 2007: 22). 

                                                
18

 S֝ng (in Vietnamese) 
19

 Mu¹n mԊt (in Vietnamese) 
20

 Teen, a loan word from English, is used by Vietnamese youth to identify adolescents who were born in the 1990ôs 
(also called the 9x generation). 

21
 This term, imported from Japan, suggests wearing very colourful clothes to draw attention to oneself. 
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On the other hand, blogs provide an outlet for understanding youth and adolescents (the 

8x and 9x generations). Blogs allow them to write and share their thoughts with friends, 

who they rarely can meet because of schoolwork and busy exam schedules (QuȢnh 

NhҼ, Issue 11, 2007: 19). Content from blogs found on the Internet and published in the 

pages of Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ are reproduced here, showing that many teens talk openly about 

their relationships with their parents and about their dreams: 

ñI hate my mother, she says that she expects only one thing of me, I know I 

know ... But her expectations are high, her óone thingô is infiniteò. (Love 

Angleôs blog, 18 years old) 

 ñFor the first time in my life my father bought me a birthday cake to 

celebrate my birthday ... Iôm over the moon ... I will sleep well all nightò. 

(TuyԒt Minhôs blog, 18 years old 

 ñIs it fair that Iôm enjoying the happiness created by your hands and you 

(dad) chose instead to suffer so you can have hope in me?ò (bEeôs blog) 

 ñI want to become a student of excellence in my school, so I could apply for 

a scholarship ... I also want to try out for Vietnam Idol next year. Please vote 

for me!ò (Leoôs blog, 18 years old) 

Other articles featured in Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ relate to youth, student or professional interests. 

Through a series of interviews with young leaders of the student community in HCM City 

published in Issue 17 (2007), it is found that they convey their thoughts and feelings in a 

positive manner. They discuss such topics as rural development, poverty among farmers, the 

problems facing HCM City, central governance, the inadequate legal system, volunteer 

programs offered by the Communist Youth Group, youth lifestyle (selfishness vs. 

responsibility) and the ideological outlook of adolescents (Anonymous, Issue 17, 2007: 14). 

More pragmatic ideas are also voiced such as the difficulties for rural migrants or the need for 

youth career counselling (Anonymous, Issue 17, 2007: 16). 

Indeed, some also hold more conservative views when confronting the challenges of 

globalization, in particular young people because ñthe traditional values and family are 

threatened by social ills, individualism and materialismò (ņԊng CӶnh Khanh, Issue 17, 2007: 

17).  A survey conducted by the Institute for Youth Research attempted to understand the 

perception of globalization by young people. The results show that even if it is viewed 

positively, young people still express particular social and political concerns (see Box 10). 
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Box 10: Survey on the attitudes of youth in the wake of globalization 

Anonymous, Issue 17, 2007: 17 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

Level of concern about the impacts of globalization, in order of importance: 

1. Social ills 

2. Individualism and corruption  

3. Youth lifestyle 

4. Environment  

5. Evolution towards peace22 

6. Poverty  

7. Health  

8. Socio-cultural dimension 

9. Awareness of political ideology 

10. Cultural identity  

11. Family values 

12. Ethnic solidarity and social cohesion  

13. Economic stability 

 

Focusing on urban women, Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ reported that womenôs burden of household 

chores has not be alleviated. A survey conducted by the National Committee for the 

Advancement of Vietnamese Women reveals how the division of household chores in 

HCM City is unfair. An example used to illustrate this point is that women devote four 

hours more per week to chores than men do. The women who were interviewed did not 

deny that they are mainly responsible for household chores and even see them as their 

ñnatural roleò. However, they would also enjoy having a career but ñ... they feel that 

combining a career and family is beyond their capacityò. They want more free time for 

leisure and social activities. In contrast, the survey results show a tendency for young 

men to share chores with their wives. One man mentioned that the essential role of 

women is to maintain a good family life (ņo¨n Th֗, Issue 7, 2007: 43). The increased 

pressure on women pushes well-to-do urban families to prefer hiring a housekeeper or a 

nanny to care for the children. For example, one article mentioned that professional 

couples expect to hire help to do their housework (Ng¹ ņ֟ng, Issue 7, 2007: 38). 

                                                
22

 Di֑n biԒn h¸a b³nh (in Vietnamese) According to the Communist Party of Viêt Nam, this term refers to imperialism 

and reactionary movements in their attempt to throw out the Communist Party and abolish socialism in Viêt Nam and 
bring capitalism to the country. 

Source: Vi֓n Tַ ĽiԜn h֙c v¨ B§ch khoa thҼ Vi֓t Nam 

http://dictionary.bachkhoatoanthu.gov.vn/default.aspx?param=13EFaWQ9MzQ5NTMmZ3JvdXBpZD00JmtpbmQ9Jmt
leXdvcmQ9&page=2 (last accesed: February 19, 2011) 

 

 

http://dictionary.bachkhoatoanthu.gov.vn/default.aspx?param=13EFaWQ9MzQ5NTMmZ3JvdXBpZD00JmtpbmQ9JmtleXdvcmQ9&page=2
http://dictionary.bachkhoatoanthu.gov.vn/default.aspx?param=13EFaWQ9MzQ5NTMmZ3JvdXBpZD00JmtpbmQ9JmtleXdvcmQ9&page=2


29 

 

The magazine emphasizes another significant transformation in connection with the rise 

of the urban elite class. While the term ñelitismò is often associated to the class of rulers 

who were previously eliminated from the country, it appears that the creation of ñnew 

eliteò in urban society could not be avoided. More explicitly, Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ asks a series 

of questions. Does an elite class exist? What roles does it play in society? What are the 

conditions that give rise to this class? What are their characteristics: financial capacity, 

power, intellectual potential, cultural knowledge, moral values, behaviour patterns, 

social relations? (Anonymous, Issue 30, 2008: 8). The magazine calls on intellectuals 

and artists to discuss these issues. Box 11 provides a summary of two of the interviews.  

 

Box 11: Interview on the existence of Vietnamese urban elite 

TrҼҺng Hoan, Issue 30, 2008: 8 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

Interview with T¹n Nֻ Th֗ Ninh: Diplomat and Vice-Chairwoman of the National Assemblyôs 

Foreign Affairs Committee 

T¹n Nֻ Th֗ Ninh deems that the creation of Vietnamese elite is a topic worth exploring, although the 

concept of elite remains ambiguous. This concept varies according to the social context: aristocrats 

formed the elite in feudal society, while in capitalist society it is the upper moneyed class. Nowadays, 

if a person is wealthy but behaves badly or is poorly educated, they are not considered elite. However, 

some ñaristocraticò families spanning several generations are considered elite even though they are not 

very affluent. As a final point, T¹n Nֻ Th֗ Ninh asks researchers to provide us with a more detailed 

picture. 

Interview with the painter Tr֗nh Cung  

For Tr֗nh Cung, elite are composed of cultural leaders who contribute to social progress (or ñbeautyò 

in the broadest sense) throughout society by drawing on their resources. Furthermore, elite in other 

countries offer donations to organizations involved in public building projects, charity or conservation 

of cultural heritage. In Viêt Nam, the wealthy use charity for self-promotion purposes. Their lack of 

education means that elitism is non-existent in this country. 

 

 

 

 



30 

Other people interviewed identified behaviour patterns and aesthetics in the definition 

of elite, by referring to the long established elite of H¨ N֥i, a class ñwhich is proud of 

and committed to family traditions, holds the courage to believe in itself, retains its self-

respect and is intellectually superiorò, quote from the poet Ho¨ng HҼng, Issue 30, 

2008: 11). The writers of these articles unanimously hold contempt for the behaviour of 

the new moneyed class (see also ņԊng NhԀt Minh, filmmaker, Issue 3, 2007: 20; 

Nguy֑n Minh H¸a, university professor, Issue 30, 2008: 12). 

Another article, using the example of a private school offering liberal education and 

personality development classes, shows what it means for the wealthy to be trendy. 

Enrolment is 65% children. The subjects taught include courtesy, personal appearance, 

the arts and the development of self-confidence, none of which are available in regular 

public schools. Tuition is expensive, according to the journalist, but the results are 

conclusive. The schoolôs clientele is made up of businesswomen, wives of businessmen, 

and also aspiring beauty queens. These women are willing to spend thousands to get the 

best education 2000 dollars per hour (Cung Tuy, Issue 30, 2007: 12).  

3.2 Food retailing: markets or supermarkets? 

Major Vietnamese cities are losing their traditional markets, as summed up in the foreword to 

the special issue on markets. The City of H¨ N֥i has set its sights on transforming the 13 major 

markets into shopping centres. HCM City will also replace its markets with malls or 

supermarkets. In light of these changes, a number of questions can be raised concerning the 

future of tens of thousands of merchants, the creation of informal markets given that markets are 

a  traditional part of everyday life, and the establishment of new markets adapted to modern life 

(Anonymous, Issue 7, 2007: 17). 

The writers show how markets are fully integrated into urban life. Lê KiԚu, for example, 

distinguishes between various types of markets based on the target population: markets for low-

income people, supermarkets for the wealthier groups and shopping centres that offer 

supermarkets and other facilities. The writer follows up with a study on the system of food, 

furniture and clothing markets in Paris to highlight the crucial role played by markets, even in a 

modern city like Paris (L° KiԚu, Issue 7, 2007: 19). Further, markets serve as a bridge between 

urban merchants and peasants living on the outskirts of the cities. Finally, markets help to 

promote local food products and craft makers (H©n HҼҺng, Issue 7, 2007: 17). 
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Illustration 8: Public markets: a) H¨ng B¯ (H¨ N֥i, 2008); b) B³nh T©y (HCM, 2009)  
(by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 
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Another researcher found that supermarkets operating in new neighbourhoods are more 

patronized compared to those in established neighbourhoods. In cities today, 

supermarkets alone cannot entirely satisfy food demand (10% of products), particularly 

vegetables and meat products. Their main customer base is composed of wealthy urban 

residents in the 25 to 40 years old demographic. The study also addresses other potential 

negative impacts of supermarket development: rising food prices, dependence on 

imports, a decline in retail sales of food products, nutrition imbalance and the rise of 

consumer culture (Nguy֑n ņֵc TruyԒn, Issue 21, 2008: 42). 

The main customer base of central markets in cities (Illustration 8a and b) is composed 

of low-income people who spend up to 70% of their earnings on food (Nguy֑n ņֵc 

TruyԒn, Issue 21, 2008: 42). Two research projects carried out by the Ministry of 

Construction and the Institute of Social Sciences point to potential problems with the 

transformation of central markets in supermarkets. The first project suggests keeping 

some of the main food markets open and renovating others, while the second project 

aims to address inequalities in food access by the poor of H¨ N֥i. The researchers 

recommend that markets catering to the needs of the poor be renovated instead of 

eliminated, thus preventing them from having to become informal street vendors to earn 

a living. Given that markets form part of the public sphere, the state should protect 

markets and guarantee access to affordable food for the entire population (H©n HҼҺng, 

Issue 7, 2007: 17). Finally, the state, and not only city governments, must be consulted 

prior to approving shopping center development projects because of their impacts on the 

lives of many people (L° KiԚu, Issue 7, 2007: 19).  

3.3 Consumption: between encouragement and criticism 

Initially, throughout the regular sections of Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ, a tendency to encourage 

consumption of material goods, gourmet food, and leisure activities is clearly visible. 

With its five pages or so per issue or 10% of the total number of pages, the ñLivingò 

section illustrates this point well. It features articles on the latest trends in womenôs 

fashion, cars, electronic gadgets, furniture as well as the latest television shows. 

Collections of womenôs clothing and jewellery are mostly reprints from Western and 

East Asian magazines. There are also advertisements for Vietnamese retail companies 

(for example, ñDoji Mart, a supermarket for jewelleryò, Phan Minh, Issue 11, 2007: 31). 

Other products that are regularly promoted in the section include electronic gadgets like 

mobile phones, (e.g. ñA mobile world,ò Hòa Thiên, Issue 17, 2007: 34), or cars (e.g. 

ñThe birth of a new kingdom of carsò, Ng֙c Mai, Issue 16, 2007: 32). 
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On the topic of gourmet food, Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ features an article about the vast selection 

of coffee shops in HCM City, which offer luxurious terraces reminiscent of the 

sidewalk caf®s, office caf®s for white collar workers and students caf®s as well (Nguy֑n 

Anh, Issue 31, 2008: 22). Full-page ads for coffee shops throughout the city are also 

included. For example: TrӺm café, located on the outskirts of HCM City, quiet and 

intellectual (Hoa Thiên, Issue 23, 2008:30), Notre Petit Café, a European style shop 

offering folk and jazz music (Hoa Thiên, Issue 24, 2008: 32). There are a great number 

of restaurants serving Vietnamese food in HCM City, famous for its internationally 

known dishes like phε and chͩ gi¸ or regional dishes (DҼҺng KiԚu Linh, Issue 17, 

2007: 32). The magazine occasionally runs large advertisements like for Khèn Lá, a 

restaurant specializing in dishes from the Northwest (Lê Na, Issue 27, 2008: 30). 

International cuisine is mentioned only in large advertisements like the Restaurant 

Mysterious Casbah which offers North African fare (Hòa Thiên, Issue 33, 2008: 33), or 

OôBrienôs Irish Pub (H¸a Thi°n, Issue 37, 2008: 34). 

Other more luxurious leisure activities are also included in this section: spa services 

(which are advertised in several issues) because the spa is a ñmagic potionò to free 

oneself from stress caused by city life (L©m V׃, Issue 31, 2008: 48). A few articles 

introduce new sports to the Vietnamese such as baseball (Thy Nguy֑n, Issue 35, 2008: 

32) or golf (Nguy֑n ThŁng, Issue 2, 2007: 57; Linh Khang, Issue 17, 2007: 58). 

In summarizing the contents of advertisements and articles mentioned above, 

consumption seems to be encouraged and is aimed at the middle class, especially the 

well-to-do, since the average income in HCM City is about 1800 USD per person per 

year (Nguy֑n ņֵc TruyԒn, Issue 21, 2008: 42). However, criticism has been levelled 

against excessive consumption
23

. A series of articles appearing in Issue 32 are critical 

about the consumption patterns among Vietnamese people, citing examples such as 

unnecessary spending on weddings and office inaugurations, and squandering public 

funds for personal purposes and offering expensive gifts to high-ranking officials 

(Nguy°n ņֵc, Issue 32, 2008: 10; PhӴm ņֵc DҼҺng: 12; TrӺn Chinh ņֵc: 12). The 

writers claim that this trend of excessive consumption among Vietnamese people is a 

result of peasant culture, lack of education, and a desire to ostensibly show off wealth 

(see also Box 12). 

 

                                                
23

 Or waste, literal translation of the term ñlãng phíò in Vietnamese 
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Box 12: Waste caused by Vietnamese civilization backwardness 

TrӺn Ho¨ng Ho¨ng, Issue 32, 2008: 12 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

Interview with Pham ņֵc DҼҺng ï researcher in Linguistics and Southeast Asian Studies 

The researcher emphasises that waste is integral to Vietnamese culture. Waste in todayôs society is 

related to time use and public infrastructure construction. The researcher describes how waste is due 

in particular to inadequate education, especially for children. Finally, he recommends establishing a 

mechanism as a solution to the waste problem whereby the following model could be worked out 

ñThe Party leads, the State manages and the people control (public property)ò. 

 

While recognizing that consumer culture entered Vietnamese society only recently 

(following the countryôs transition to an open market economy in 1990), it is 

noteworthy that Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ takes a critical stance on some attitudes towards 

consumption. 

3.4 Cultural life 

Cultural activities will be briefly discussed under this sub-theme by considering the 

following four art forms: literature, cinema, music and the fine arts. Most of the articles 

are published in the ñCultureò and ñSundry Profilesò sections and in news reports 

included in a number of issues. 

To begin, Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ devotes a few pages in every issue to literature and interviews 

with authors. We now take a closer look at novels depicting life in cities. A literary 

critic specializing in foreign literature reviews the works of internationally renowned 

novelists and essayists like Walter Benjamin and Roland Barthes who take the urban 

environment as a source of inspiration. The writer then analyzes the works of the 

celebrated urban author, Paul Auster. Two of his books have recently been translated 

into Vietnamese, The New York Trilogy and The Music of Chance (Cao Vi֓t DȈng, 

Issue 18-19, 2008: 56). Vietnamese urban literature is also featured through interviews 

published in Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ with relatively well-known authors in the 30 to 50 age group 

like Nguy֑n Vi֓t H¨, who has described the turmoil that Catholicism unleashed on 

modern urban populations (Nguy֑n TrҼҺng QuĨ, Issue 4, 2007). B½i Anh TӸn, who is a 

crime reporter and author has published three gay novels, with a particularly focus on 

homosexuality in Vietnamese cities (Nguy֑n Ng֙c HӶi, Issue 5, 2007). Nguy֑n Huy 

Thi֓p is the most widely translated Vietnamese author who describes the changes 

taking place in society after the economic liberalization of the 1980s (TrӺn Th֗ TrҼ֩ng, 

Issue 9, 2007: 20). 
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Many of the Generation 8x authors are also fascinated by the urban experience. They 

are known for their depictions of migrant peasants, students, or prostitutes living in 

slums. They also address the deterioration of relationships within families, loneliness 

that can be a trigger for depression and in some cases compassion among newcomers to 

the city (TrӺn Ho¨ng Ho¨ng, Issue 7, 2007: 53). 

However, the author Nguy֑n Vi֓t H¨ highlights the fact that in the last 20 years the 

underclass is simply absent from urban literature with the exception of a few novels 

published in HCM City before 1975. He adds that todayôs authors prefer writing erotic 

romance novels (see also Box 13) (Nguy֑n Vi֓t H¨, Issue 32, 2008: 50). 

Box 13: Vietnamese literature is losing its foundation 

Nguy֑n Vi֓t H¨, Issue 32, 2008: 12 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

The author shows that in early modern literature (specifically from 1930 to 1945) , many novels lend 

a voice to marginalized groups such as thieves, prostitutes, maids, cyclo drivers, in other words, 

people on the bottom rung. During this period, authors such as VȈ Tr֙ng Phֱng, Nam Cao, and 

Nguy°n H֟ng, considering themselves as urban poor, enjoyed writing about this class of people. 

Moreover, it is believed that this class combines all aspects of the urban experience, the good and the 

bad. 

The author concludes by stating that this is hurting national literature since the social gap has 

increased and many people living in urban areas remain very poor.  

 

This is perhaps the reason why foreign books in translation are on the bestseller list in 

Vi°t Nam (H¨m ņan, Issue 17, 2007: 50). Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ suggests books and essays by 

contemporary international writers like Haruki Murakami from Japan (Kim ThҼ, Issue 

30, 2008: 53), Yamada Amy from Japan (Kim ThҼ, Issue 32, 2008: 51), Harlan Cohen 

from the U.S. (Kim ThҼ, Issue 28, 2008: 57), Don Miguel Ruiz from Mexico (Kim ThҼ, 

Issue 31, 2008: 53). One article actually makes the claim that the Vietnamese do not 

really enjoy reading (L° M׃, Issue 23, 2008: 51). 

Compared to novels, the list of recommended films is much shorter. Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ 

suggests mostly Hollywood productions, e.g. musical comedies (Cung Tuy, Issue 33, 

2008: 52), movies staring high-powered women (Cung Tuy, Issue 31, 2008: 56), 

Twilight (Anonymous, Issue 39, 2008: 51). The focus of many articles is American pop 

stars like Madonna (C֡ Nguy֓t, Issue 31, 2008: 54), Miley Cyrus (C֡ Nguy֓t, Issue 32, 

2008: 56). Sometimes, reviews are more critical of American shock film productions 

(Hòa Thiên, Issue 17, 2008: 56). Comedies released by the East Asian film industry are 
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recommended such as The Good, The Bad, The Weird, a South Korean Spaghetti 

Western (PhҼ֧c Ch©u, Issue 32, 2008: 51) Run Papa Run, a Hong Kong comedy 

(Khánh Vy, Issue 29, 2008: 57). 

The magazine published relatively few articles or advertisements on Vietnamese films. 

The movie industry is harshly criticized in an article appearing at the end of 2007, 

which voices negative opinions on the Golden Kite Awards for best feature film. The 

writer is critical of the conventional thinking of the industry that continues to 

distinguish commercial and artistic films. He demonstrates how more serious 

productions are beginning to attract larger audiences, like The White Silk Dress of Hà 

ņ¹ng. Commercial movies are not all slipshod productions, especially those by 

Vietnamese filmmakers and actors from abroad (who are increasingly returning home 

and investing in the local film industry) as in the case of the action film The Hero. 

Besides, the number of scandals and lawsuits launched against artists decreased in 2007. 

The writer of this article says that the film industry outlook for 2008 is positive, even 

though few good films have so far been produced (Nguy֑n TiԒn, Issue 17, 2007: 52). 

During an interview with ņԊng NhԀt Minh, one of the best filmmakers in Vietnam, the 

discussion turns to how movies can have beneficial effects on the behavioural patterns 

of H¨ N֥i citizens: ñ... Why are dialogues between characters in Vietnamese television 

series so harsh? In my opinion, on movie or TV screens, we must represent the urban 

lifestyle and culture ...ò (ThuԀn Thi°n, Issue 3, 2007: 20). 

On the subject of music, several interviews with popular singers and musicians were 

published in the magazine, for example, with the traditional southern cͩi l̯̭ng opera 

singer Đt BӴch (V» ņԂc Danh, Issue 7, 2007: 50), and the guitarist VŁn VҼ֯ng (Ho¨ng 

Hoa, Issue 14, 2007: 53). Other articles report or review live shows, the failure of 

Vietnamese pop singers to reach regional and international success, as well as 

promising classical music artists. 

The term live show refers to a musical show performed by a single composer or by one 

lead singer. According to the writer, live show performances in 2008 are not profitable 

for composers or singers. Numerous reasons can be given to account for this: no singers 

have succeeded in replacing the previous generation on the musical scene for the past 

10 years, the market is saturated, agents give more importance to the appearance of 

performers rather than the musical content, and the methods used to ñlaunchò careers 

are outmoded. In fact, the former methods to ñlaunchò a singer (relying on news of 

private scandals) are being replaced by lawsuits or outrageous publicity on album prices 

(Hòa Thiên, Issue 39, 2008: 52). 
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An article appearing in Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ expresses doubts on Vietnamese singersô rise to 

international fame with a story about one singer who managed to qualify for the Asian 

Idol competition. Her disappointing performance did not live up to expectations. The 

article follows with an examination of the setbacks that Vietnamese singers encounter in 

their attempt to export their music outside the country. It attributes this failure to a lack 

of professional training and of basic knowledge of musical culture and of the foreign 

music market (Nguy֑n TiԒn, Issue 17, 2007: 54). 

Reviews of classical music and dance artists are on the whole more positive. Classical 

music performances in 2007 achieved critical success. Most artists went abroad, 

principally in Russia, to pursue their musical studies (Vi֓t CҼ֩ng, Issue 9, 2007: 52). 

In the area of fine arts, the magazine publishes interviews with contemporary painters 

across the country including, for example, an English painter who decided to spend his 

life in Vi°t Nam (ThuԀn Th¨nh, Issue 39, 2008: 50), Tr֗nh Cung (Tr֗nh Cung, Issue 17, 

2007: 48), PhӴm MӴnh H½ng (QuȢnh Nhi, Issue 13, 2007: 54) (see also Box 14). These 

artists have the opportunity to express their views on modern Vietnamese society or on 

the community of young artists.  

Box 14: The city through the lens of surrealism  

QuȢnh Nhi, Issue 13, 2007: 54 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

The article introduces PhӴm MӴnh H½ng, a young Surrealist painter and installation artist. He was 

born and lived in Ḧ  N֥iôs socialist housing estates in the 1970s. His works depict typical apartment 

blocks, in juxtaposition to images of rural fields and peasantry, disproportionally large urban children 

or even warplanes. Through his works, the painter wants to describe the ruralization of the urban 

sphere and dreams of rural migrants to the city. 

He has produced other works: an installation made of military clothing found throughout the country 

(representing the fact that following many years of war, Vietnamese civilians still dress the same way 

as  soldiers) and a huge plane made of paper and bamboo (a symbol of protest against weapons 

production) ï created in collaboration with an American war veteran.  

 

Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ finds that Vietnamese businesspeople have acquired a taste for the fine 

arts, which has lent support to a more dynamic and diversified art market. To illustrate 

this, the magazine reports on current trends in the art market (L° M׃, Issue 4, 2007: 50) 

and works exhibited in several art galleries in HCM City (Kim ָng, Issue 6, 2007: 48).  
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However, since there are no copyright restrictions or a valid form of artistic criticism, 

art buyers must be careful not to pay a high price for counterfeits (L° M׃, Issue 12, 

2007: 50). 

3.5 Abundance of urban jobs 

It is interesting to note the multifaceted working lives of young people living in urban 

areas. Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ reports that urban dwellers, particularly young people, enter jobs 

that were previously nonexistent in Viêt Nam. 

Drawing on four examples, a description of uncommon and new jobs found in HCM 

City is provided: 1) scanning the written press for the latest economic and real estate 

market news and supplying businesses with an executive summary; 2) buying second-

hand gadgets from web sites, and then proceeding to repair, restore and resell them; 3) 

sending mass publicity by e-mail and 4) purchasing ñpremiumò packages from mobile 

phone companies in bulk to resell them (Nguy֑n Anh T¼, Issue 33, 2008: 40). Free-

lance workers are portrayed as either web designers, English teachers hired by a 

language school, and businesspeople (An Khánh Lê, Issue 4, 2007: 39). 

Numerous examples are given in the ñCareers and Incomeò section, including 

copywriters who are in charge of inventing and creating slogans and advertisement 

concepts (ChiԒu LҼҺng, Issue 30, 2008: 40), assistants (HiԚn LҺi, Issue 22, 2008: 34), 

specialists in customer service or public relations (Ng¹ ņ֟ng, Issue 7, 2007: 40, 

Number 2, 2007: 42) and head-hunters (Ng¹ ņ֟ng, Issue 5, 2007: 35) (see an example 

in Box 15). These job profiles are accompanied by an assortment of photos of a modern 

office environment and well-dressed women (some are reprints from foreign 

magazines). Salaries for these kinds of jobs are good and range between 500 and 1200 

USD per month depending on the occupation. Many challenges remain, however, such 

as lack of professional training (trade schools do not exist yet in Viêt Nam), the heavy 

workload and long hours, competition and pressure. 
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Box 15: Taking care of clients is not as simple task 

Ng¹ ņ֟ng, Issue 7, 2007: 40 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

The term ñaccountsò is used to designate people working in this area. It refers to the client base of 

advertising companies. The hiring criteria of this position include being young (25-33 years old), 

having work experience in advertising and knowledge of English. The salary offered is quite high, 

ranging between 700 and 1200 USD per month (in 2007). However, these are high pressure and time-

intensive positions. 

Employees have received training in a variety of fields such as marketing, international relations or 

economics. Schools in HCM City have opened recently to offer training courses in this area. Viêt Nam 

based companies account for only 10-20% of the advertising market today. In the future, they want to 

capture a larger share of the market, so that ñaccounts managerò will be a promising career choice. 

 

 





 

4. URBAN POVERTY 

The magazine does not devote as much space to report on urban poverty compared to 

other themes (Table 5). Nevertheless, it presents a fair amount of high quality 

quantitative and qualitative research as well as interviews with scientists and deprived 

individuals. There is also a regular section called ñVillage in the city, city in villageò
24

, 

which deals with urban poverty. Written in a satirical style, discussions focus on an 

assortment of topics from rural migration to urban life. About half a page per issue in 

length, the writer of the ironic and critical chronicles, LĨ Sinh HoӴt
25

 raises questions 

such as what is the ideal job for rural migrants. The answer is to become a hairdresser in 

the street and nail a mirror into the wall (LĨ Sinh HoӴt, Issue 30, 2008: 24).  

 

Table 5: Number of articles addressing the theme ñUrban Povertyò 

 In 2007 In 2008 

Total number of articles on this theme 5 11 

Average number of articles on this theme per issue 0,3 0,6 

Percentage of articles on this theme (%) 0,5 1,2 

Total number of articles published per issue (average): 45 

 

Discussions on poverty revolve around four topics. The first presents a profile of 

disadvantaged urban populations. The second describes their jobs, including various 

occupations in the informal economic sector, their homes and their activities. The third 

examines the determining factors of poverty and the last addresses the gap between the 

rich and the poor.  

4.1 Who are the disadvantaged people in urban areas?  

According to the World Bank standards, people living on less than 2 USD per day are 

considered poor. It is thus estimated that approximately 30% of Vi°t Namôs population 

is poor. A 2007 study conducted by the Central Institute for Economic Research showed 

however that 10 or 11% of households across the country are poor, earning less than 1.5  

 

 

                                                
24

 L¨ng giֻa ph֝, ph֝ giֻa l¨ng, in Vietnamese 
25

 This is a satirical alias. The meaning of ñLĨò is rhetorical or theoretical, while ñSinh H֙atò translates roughly as lifeôs 
everyday activities 
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USD per day (Ng֙c Quy°n, Issue 12, 2007: 38). Migrants, who make up an important 

part of the urban poor population, are not registered with local authorities. An article 

appearing in Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ suggests that ñ... in 2004-2005, there were 2.5 million 

unregistered migrants. This group is growing at an average rate of 1.1-1.4% per year. 

It is composed mostly of young people aged 15-19 who are able to substantially 

contribute to the workforce particularly with lower-end service sector jobsò (TrӺn Thֱc 

Hân, Issue 25, 2008: 12).  

Long established urban households and residents of the urbanized periphery make up a 

portion of the disadvantaged group (see also theme 1, page 9). In HCM Cityôs outlying 

areas, which have only recently merged with the central city (Districts 2, 7 and 9) the 

populationôs way of life has remained the same. Research conducted by the Centre for 

the Sociology of Housing (Institute for Housing Research) shows that in only four of 

the seven new urban districts of HCM City, the predominant economic activity is non-

agricultural. The population therefore has essentially preserved its rural lifestyle. For 

example, trenches are still in use to evacuate human waste. Conversely, 90% of the 

population in one district has direct access to drinking water (Nguy֑n ņֵc TruyԒn, 

Issue 23, 2008: 18). 

4.2 Everyday life of disadvantaged people 

Several articles featured in the ñSundry Profileò section of Ng̯γi ņ¹ thΠ focus on the 

lives of people who work in the informal economic sector (namely, the low cost and 

underpaid service sector) (Illustration 9a to d). Profiles include ñon callò street singers 

(Phan Minh, Issue 29, 2008: 26) or street vendor children (Nguy֑n Anh T¼, Issue 27, 

2008: 26) (see Box 16). In addition, some trades are said to be new and exclusive to big 

cities, such as ñreading the newspaperò (Ph½ng Long, Issue 5, 2007: 24) or ñdrinking 

alcoholic beveragesò (Anh T¼, Qu֝c ņ֗nh, Issue 21, 2008: 26). Reading the news is a 

paid form of underground prostitution. The report draws attention to one case where a 

girl had to work from 9 am to 6 pm, without being entitled to a permanent wage. Her 

income is basically tips (typically 100000 ĽΩng for a period of 45 minutes). As for girls 

who are paid to accompany men during meals or meetings, their salary is roughly 70000 

or 80000 ĽΩng per day. They receive a gratuity based on how much they have drunk. 

They are more likely to suffer from health problems and stigma. 
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Box 16: Earning oneôs livelihood in the summer  

Nguy֑n Anh T¼, Issue 27, 2008: 26 (summarized and translated by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

Every summer, vast numbers of children (12-15 years old) leave their native northern and central 

provinces for HCM City. They take up any kind of job to earn money to help their parents and pay next 

yearôs tuition fees. The nature of their work is based on their region of origin: those from Phú Yên sell 

lottery, those from Thanh H·a polish shoes, those from Nam ņ֗nh sell newspapers, etc. 

They live with extended family or rent out a room from their employer. The income ranges from 40000 

to 60000 ĽΩng per day. They are occasionally abused, threatened or robbed, but they stay and continue 

working in HCM City ñ... so that one day they can escape from poverty ...ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 9: Street side vendors: a) women selling household tools, b) food stall 
keeper, c) hair dresser, d) singer (H¨ N֥i and HCM City, 2010) (by Th֗-Thanh-HiԚn PhӴm) 

 

 

  

  


























