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ABSTRACT
Development of water infrastructure is conventionally prioritised as a pre-emptive intervention 
policy to address water challenges. In the Vietnamese Mekong Delta, turning a river into 
a reservoir is touted as a ‘highly-modernist’ water management approach to secure the year- 
round supply of freshwater for agricultural production. This paper investigates how contested 
water-livelihood relations emerged from the building of the Ba Lai sluice scheme in Ben Tre 
Province, and how these processes demonstrate farmers’ agency in everyday politics in seeking 
solutions for livelihood sustainability. Drawing on a qualitative case study in Binh Dai District, 
we argue that, while the scheme successfully fulfils the state’s political intention in securing 
water supply for freshwater-based crop production in coastal zones, it generates contestation 
between the local government’s attempts to enforce freshwater policies and farmers’ agency in 
maintaining productive livelihoods. The findings suggest that power asymmetries are 
embedded within these water-livelihood relations. We find that seeking just solutions that 
have co-benefits for water management and livelihood sustainability should go beyond busi
ness-as-usual water politics by adequately recognising the agency of farmers in sustainable 
development. The case study offers lessons for navigating the sustainable future of water 
development projects in coastal deltas and beyond.
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Introduction

Coastal areas in global tropical deltas are at the fore
front of climate change and institutional preferences in 
infrastructural development to deal with climatic 
impacts and human development (Nicholls et al.  
2020; Tortajada 2014). While saltwater intrusion and 
sea level rise are seen as major threats in these areas 
(Eslami et al. 2021; Hinkel et al. 2018; Rahman et al.  
2019; Szabo et al. 2016), human interventions with 
infrastructure (e.g. sea dikes or sluice gates) for agri
culture-led development can contribute to aggravat
ing these existing problems. Together these put 
substantial strain on coastal ecosystems and the large 
number of people whose livelihoods depend on these 
resources (Hill 2015; Hoitink et al. 2020). While such 
anthropogenic appropriations of nature have substan
tially ruptured human-nature relations (Mahanty et al.  
2023), there remains a gap in the understanding of 
how these contribute to contestations between water 
management and options for productive livelihoods.

Unequal social relations are demonstrated in historical 
accounts of exploiting the Vietnamese Mekong Delta 
(VMD) for development (Tran 2020). They play an impor
tant role in determining how nature is transformed and 
who exploits resources (Kemerink et al. 2016). The 

‘taming’ of the delta’s natural systems entailed significant 
efforts by state administrations in reclaiming lands for the 
expansion of cultivated areas, irrigation systems, and 
human settlements (D. A. Biggs 2010; Käkönen 2008). 
These represent ‘technocratisation’, where top-down 
management policies prioritise technical solutions in 
water management (Bruun and Rubin 2023). Efforts to 
deal with water challenges in the VMD have seen the 
move from open floodplains to infrastructure for flood 
control, and on the coastal plains, levees, and sluices to 
tackle escalating processes of saltwater intrusion and sea 
level rise (Tran and Tortajada 2022). Currently, the delta 
possesses a wide range of water infrastructure systems 
including dikes (low dikes, high dikes) and lateral canals 
in the floodplains, as well as sea dikes and sluices in the 
coastal zones.

Water infrastructure continues to be utilised as 
a dominant tool by governments to respond to 
demands for development and climate change adap
tation (Crow-Miller, Webber, and Molle 2017). It is seen 
as a form of power that aims to translate their political 
will into policies to be exercised on the ground 
(Meehan 2014; Nygren 2021). In the coastal zones of 
the VMD, the national government’s intervention into 
the coastal ecosystems has been undertaken by seal
ing off the riverine estuaries with sluices to prevent 
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saltwater intrusion and concomitantly retain fresh
water for agricultural production (Tran and Cook  
2023). This water infrastructure development, while it 
attempts to fulfil the state’s mandates in climate 
change adaptation, has aggravated the livelihoods of 
some farming communities, who seek to pursue tradi
tional livelihood practices (e.g. shrimp farming) (Tran 
et al. 2022). While these policy-practice contestations 
come to the fore, little is known about how farmers’ 
agency is expressed in their everyday politics in 
response to the consequences of the water infrastruc
ture and the associated power utilised by the local 
governments.

In this paper, we investigate how farmers’ agency is 
defined, and how it is linked to their capacity to react to 
water management policies. Drawing on a qualitative 
case study in Binh Dai District, we argue that the Ba Lai 
sluice scheme successfully fulfils the state’s political 
intention in guaranteeing water supply for ‘homogenis
ing’ freshwater-based crop production in the coastal 
zone. We further argue that the farmers have keenly 
exercised their agency and contested the government 
policies to sustain productive livelihoods. In this light, 
the paper makes a three-fold contribution. First, it 
demonstrates the drawbacks of water infrastructure 
for profitable and sustainable rural livelihoods in the 
contemporary authoritarian governance system. 
Second, it assesses the significance of the everyday 
political strategies deployed by local farmers in contest
ing the ‘patronage’ water governance system. The Ba 
Lai case study explores local farmers’ agency in challen
ging the authoritarian system in efforts to defend their 
rights, values, and interest. At the delta scale, these 
insights may inform strategies for enhancing climate- 
resilient and sustainable development agenda guided 
by Resolution 1201 of the Vietnamese Government (GoV  
2017). Third, the paper engages with discussions on 
how water infrastructure shapes livelihoods in coastal 
deltas. In particular, we explore how farmers seek justice 
to ensure the sustainability of their livelihoods while 
adapting to the compounding impacts of climate 
change and infrastructural development.

The paper proceeds as follows. The next section 
conceptualises everyday politics and agency towards 
livelihood sustainability. In the research methods sec
tion, we present the case study description and strate
gies for data collection and analysis. The results and 
discussion section focuses on four key themes, includ
ing the dark sides of a simplistic water management 
approach, power asymmetries through water- 
livelihood contestations, farmers’ agency in their 
everyday politics of adaptation to environmental 
change, and efforts to seek just solutions for livelihood 
sustainability. The paper concludes with policy recom
mendations for harmonising trade-offs between water 
management and livelihood sustainability in coastal 
deltas.

Conceptualisation of everyday politics

Everyday politics is a well-established focus in the litera
ture of environmental politics. It is salient in contested 
state-society relations, especially under the administra
tions of authoritarian countries (Ortmann 2017), where 
high-level government bodies have the authority to 
control power, decision-making, and resources (Le, 
Tran, and Rola-Rubzen 2023). Everyday politics is 
defined as the efforts of subordinate groups in enga
ging in subtle, non-confrontational resistance to secure 
de facto gains (Kerkvliet 2005; Scott 1998). Small-scale 
activities can constitute a form of collective actions, 
which are commonly employed by lower classes to 
demonstrate their political interests. In other words, 
everyday politics can be a form of collective action 
and political expression (Lindegaard and Sen 2022).

When people are vulnerable or become powerless, 
they may sublimate their discontent into everyday pol
itics (Dang 2010). Everyday politics has occurred in the 
contemporary contexts of climate change adaptation, 
environmental governance, and development in 
authoritarian countries. In the case of Vietnam, everyday 
politics has been exhibited in the interplay between 
formal adaptation interventions (led by external actors) 
and everyday adaptation strategies (led by local actors). 
Kerkvliet (2005) showed how everyday politics was 
engaged with the processes of building and dismantling 
of collective farming in northern Vietnam. Meanwhile, 
everyday politics as seen through the post-1975 agrar
ian reform in southern Vietnam illuminates how collec
tive actions led by farmers resulted in modifications to 
national agrarian policies (Dang 2018). There is limited 
knowledge, however, of how everyday politics takes 
place in the interface between water management and 
livelihoods, which has evolved as a key issue in the quest 
for sustainable development in the VMD.

The concept of everyday politics is applied in this 
research to investigate how the local government and 
coastal farming communities have contested water 
management and livelihood policies. Drawing on the 
case study of the Ba Lai sluice system, we explore how 
the local government’s water management policies 
(freshening the coastal zones) are at odds with the 
local environments on which farmers have traditionally 
depended to produce profitable livelihoods, such as 
shrimp farming. Using the concept of everyday politics, 
we also highlight how farming communities in the 
case study areas exercise their agency in defending 
their rights for shrimp farming while seeking legiti
macy for sustainable livelihood solutions in the 
broader context of the delta’s coastal zones.

Local agency towards livelihood sustainability

Agency is defined as the capacity of individuals or 
groups to make choices based on their values and to 
exercise those choices to realise their goals (Brown and 
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Westaway 2011; Manlosa, Albrecht, and Riechers 2023). 
According to Kabeer (1999), agency can be operatio
nalised as ‘decision-making’ or takes the forms of bar
gaining, negotiation, subversion, and resistance, which 
can be exercised by individuals or collectives. From the 
perspective of agency, humans have ‘the capacity, 
both cognitively and through the use of instrumenta
tion, to perceive changes at a larger scale’ (Davidson  
2010, 1144). While engaging collectively in resource 
management, they can re-negotiate norms, challenge 
inequalities, claim rights and extend access (Cleaver  
2007).

Agency plays an instrumental role in sustainable 
livelihoods, involving power and politics in relation 
to people, their capabilities, and their means of 
living (Mishra et al. 2023; Scoones 2009). From the 
bottom-up perspective, as Manlosa (2022) puts it, 
sustainable livelihoods imply not only the material 
outcomes that meet people’s demands, but also the 
capacity that enables the agency of those who 
undertake it. In pursuit of sustainable livelihoods, 
humans are not passive victims to socio-political 
trends and environmental changes (Brown and 
Westaway 2011).

This study examines how local farmers’ agency is 
exercised in the everyday politics of pursuing liveli
hood sustainability. From the view of agency, this is 
concerned with ways in which farmers challenge the 
status quo of modernised water management (large- 
scale infrastructure-based water management), while 
gaining legitimate access to water resources (brackish/ 
saline water) for shrimp farming. In practical terms, it 
entails how farmers undertook various strategies to 
deal with water management rules that conflict with 
their livelihood priorities.

Research methods

Description of the case study

A qualitative case study was employed to investigate 
everyday politics of adaptation exercised by agrarian 
communities in Binh Dai District, Ben Tre Province, 
Vietnam. The province is severely affected by saltwater 
intrusion (Tran et al. 2022; Veettil, Quang, and Trang  
2019), which is seen as a ‘wicked’ problem that needs 
to be tackled (Ben Tre People’s Committee 2016). 
Through the Ba Lai case study, we examine how the 
governments at district and communal levels exercise 
the ‘freshening the coastal zones’ policy, and how it 
conflicts with farmers’ aspirations for livelihood secur
ity. In the broader context, these contested relations 
show how the authoritarian governance approach in 
Vietnam (Bruun 2020; Le, Tran, and Rola-Rubzen 2023), 
where a command-and-control regulatory framework 
is predominantly adopted in water management, 
comes at odds with local livelihood dynamics in 
times of climate change.

The Ba Lai sluice scheme is part of the North Ben Tre 
water control project, which aims to secure the year- 
round freshwater supply for Ben Tre City and four 
surrounding districts, including Chau Thanh, Binh Dai, 
Giong Trom, and Ba Tri, as well as prevent saltwater 
intrusion in coastal zones (Ben Tre People’s Committee  
2016; Hoang et al. 2009). This involved the conversion 
of the Ba Lai River into a freshwater reservoir to meet 
these dual needs (Figure 1). Geographically, the 
scheme demarcates two distinct agro-ecological 
zones: the freshwater zone in the upper river, and the 
brackish/saline zone at the river estuary.

Two communes, namely Thanh Tri and Thanh Phuoc, 
in Binh Dai District were selected for the study. The 
communes share a border with the Ba Lai River. Thanh 
Tri is located in the upstream freshwater zone, whereas 
Thanh Phuoc is in the downstream estuary zone (see 
Figure 1). Endowed with abundant freshwater resources 
provided by the Ba Lai scheme, Thanh Tri Commune has 
a larger agricultural land area (1,112 ha). This allows 
local farmers to ‘homogenise’ their crop systems by 
cultivating rice, sugarcane, bananas, and fruits on 
a wider scale. Compared with its counterpart, Thanh 
Phuoc Commune has a larger aquacultural land area 
(of nearly 3,000 ha) endowed with a year-round saline 
environment. In this commune, farmers engage in 
a variety of livelihood activities, including seasonal 
cash crop farming (e.g. peanuts and pumpkins), wild 
fish capture, as well as coastal aquacultural production 
(e.g. shrimp farming) (Table 1).

Data collection and analysis

Informed by the narrative inquiry strategy (Paschen and 
Ison 2014), focus group discussions (FGDs) and interviews 
were applied as the primary methods for data collection 
(Table 2). The recruitment of participants in FGDs tar
geted three groups of farmers (poor, medium, and bet
ter-off) in Thanh Tri and Thanh Phuoc communes. 
Demographic information from the local government 
based on existing wealth ranking criteria was used to 
inform participant selection (Ha et al. 2013). For instance, 
poor households were landless or held little land (<0.5  
ha), mainly dependent on seasonal wage labour or wild 
fisheries capture. The medium group often owned 0.5–3  
ha of land with main sources of income derived from on- 
farm and off-farm labour; and the better-off group had 
more than 3 ha of land with income-generating activities 
in farming or commercial businesses.

FGD participants was recruited based upon pre- 
determined attributes, namely that they: (1) had long- 
term residency in the commune (i.e. before construction 
of the Ba Lai irrigation scheme), (2) had extensive experi
ence/interactions with saltwater intrusion, and (3) 
engaged in occupations associated with agriculture or 
aquaculture. A total of 33 local residents participated in 
the FGDs; these included: 14 from Thanh Tri Commune 
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and 19 from Thanh Phuoc Commune participated in the 
FGDs. Both male and female participants were involved 
in the FGDs, which were facilitated by the first author. 
The average age of participants was 52 in Thanh Tri and 
57 in Thanh Phuoc. During the FGDs, the facilitator 
maintained fair contributions from male and female 
participants in discussing the research topics.

A total of 12 interviews were undertaken with key 
informants (Table 2). The informants included indivi
duals and research and government institutions 
across multiple levels of administration. Semi- 
structured questions aimed to gather the respon
dent’s perspectives of various dimensions of the 

issues under study, including implications of the Ba 
Lai sluice systems for local livelihoods (both 
upstream and downstream zones), impacts of salt
water intrusion, and farmer-led responses/decisions 
to address environmental change.

A literature review of books, journal articles, govern
ment policy documents, as well as local and international 
newspaper articles was conducted to help interpret the 
primary data (FGDs and interviews). The literature con
tributed to gaining the contextual understanding of the 
case study, guiding strategies for qualitative data collec
tion and analysis, as well as assisting the discussion of the 
study findings.

Figure 1. The map of Ben Tre Province and the study areas: Thanh Tri and Thanh phuoc communes (in red shades) in Binh Dai 
District. Source: adapted from Tran et al. (2022).

Table 1. Description of the study areas.

Description

Study areas in Binh Dai District

Thanh Tri Thanh Phuoc

Total land area (ha) 2,390 5,315
Agriculture land 

area (ha)
1,112 890

Aquaculture land 
area (ha)

971 2,798

Population (persons) 7,493 9,130
Density (persons/ 

km2)
313 172

Location Freshwater zone (upstream river) Salinity zone (downstream river)
Ecological  

characteristics
Partly exposed to saltwater intrusion 

Endowed with the year-round freshwater supply by the scheme
Directly exposed to saltwater intrusion and tidal 

systems
Main livelihood 

activities
Dominant cultivation of freshwater crops (e.g. bananas, coconuts, rice) 

Freshwater aquaculture (e.g. giant freshwater prawn) 
Intensive white-legged shrimp farming mixed with the peripheral 
cultivation of freshwater crops

Upland crops (e.g. pumpkins) 
Brackish aquaculture (e.g. white-legged shrimp) 
Shrimp-mangrove integrated farming 
Wild capture fisheries and coastal aquaculture 
(e.g. blood cockles2) 
Salt farming

Sources: Binh Dai Statistical Agency (2018); Focus group discussions and in-depth interviews with local respondents.
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Qualitative data were collected from April to June 
of 2019. All FGDs and most interviews were con
ducted face-to-face with local respondents, with 
one expert interview undertaken over Zoom in 
July 2021. Overall, the interviews lasted between 
one and two hours. They were audio-recorded and 
transcribed for analysis.

Storytelling is an approach to portray respon
dents’ stories associated with their lived experiences 
in dealing with challenges (Ettinger, Otto, and 
Schipper 2021), and to provide useful ways to com
municate with audiences and sources of data (Klenk  
2018). Analysis was assisted by Corbin and Strauss’ 
(2007) coding strategies, which include three phases 
of coding: open, axial, and selective coding. These 
coding processes were also adopted by Miani et al. 
(2023) and described in detail in a study on rural 
livelihoods in Afghanistan. In addition, the integrated 
deductive (top-down) and inductive (bottom-up) 
coding approaches, which were guided by Fereday 
and Muir-Cochrane, were applied (2006). These two 
approaches allowed a more in-depth analysis of the 
data. NVivo software (version 12) was used for cod
ing and data analysis.

Results and discussion

Side effects of simplistic management

Coastal plains of the VMD are at the forefront of climate 
change impacts, triggering demands for the state to 
invest in water infrastructure to tackle the problem. In 
support of the agriculture-led growth policies, freshwater 
is seen as the most vital resource that contributes to the 

improved well-being and livelihoods of agrarian coastal 
communities. This was marked by the launch of the ‘rice 
everywhere’ campaign spearheaded by the national gov
ernment in attempts to convert the coastal plains of the 
VMD into permanent freshwater zones for rice produc
tion (D. Biggs et al. 2009). These were known as the 
‘freshening coastal zones’ policies (Tran et al. 2022).

The agriculture-led development policies in the 
coastal zones enabled the implementation of two 
‘experiments’ of ‘freshening coastal zones’ through 
large-scale infrastructure. The first one was undertaken 
in the Ca Mau Peninsula during the 1990s. It attempted 
to convert large swampy wetland areas into freshwater 
zones (Benedikter 2014). For this first attempt, the 
newly created freshwater zones allowed the cultivation 
of two or three rice crops per year (Gowing et al. 2006). 
The second (extended) experiment involved high-tech 
modifications of the delta’s coastalscapes, where rivers 
(such as the Ba Lai River) were converted into reser
voirs to store freshwater against the effects of saltwater 
intrusion (Tran et al. 2022). This experiment demon
strates the Vietnamese Government’s extensive use of 
water infrastructure as a key instrument to meet their 
political needs, namely enhancing national food secur
ity and rice exports (D. Biggs et al. 2009) (Figure 2).

However, this simplistic water development 
approach has had perverse impacts, in particular, 
resulting in the transformation of coastal ecosystems 
from brackish/saline to freshwater environments. This 
disrupted the diversity of coastal brackish and saline 
ecosystems which help sustain the traditional liveli
hoods of coastal communities (Hoanh et al. 2003). 
The impoundment of the riverine estuaries by the Ba 

Table 2. Summary of qualitative data collection.
Data collection 
methods Individuals and institutions Location

Number of FGDs and INTs 
undertaken

Number of 
respondents

FGD Agrarian  
communities in freshwater areas

Thanh Tri Commune 3 14 (11 females, 3 
males)

FGD Agrarian communities in salinity areas Thanh Phuoc 
Commune

3 19 (11 females, 8 
males)

INT Southern Institute of Water Resources Research 
(SIWRR)

Ho Chi Minh City 1 1

INT Southern Institute for Water Resources Planning 
(SIWRP)

Ho Chi Minh City 1 1

INT Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (DARD)

Ben Tre Province 1 1

INT Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment (DNRE)

Ben Tre Province 1 1

INT Centre for Agricultural-Aquacultural Extension, 
DARD

Ben Tre Province 1 1

INT Office of Agriculture and Rural Development 
(OARD)

Binh Dai District 1 1

INT Office of Natural Resources and Environment 
(ONRE)

Binh Dai District 1 1

INT Government official Thanh Tri Commune 1 1
INT Government official Thanh Phuoc 

Commune
1 1

INT Environment expert from Can Tho University Can Tho City 1 1
INT Farmer (gardening and rice cultivation) Thanh Tri Commune 1 1
INT Farmer (blood cockle cultivation) Thanh Phuoc 

Commune
1 1

Total 18 45

Notes: FGD = focus group discussion; INT = interview.

ENVIRONMENTAL SOCIOLOGY 271



Lai scheme hampers the natural tidal flows which are 
essentially vital for the health of the river and the 
coastal ecosystems (e.g. coastal wild fisheries), includ
ing the habitats of brackish aquatic species (Tran et al.  
2022). The loss of the estuarine ecosystems disrupts 
the conventional aquacultural production, such as 
blood cockles in this study, as well as wild fisheries 
capture which provide important sources of incomes 
for coastal fishing communities (Fabinyi et al. 2022). 
These accounts are consistent with Molle et al.’s (2009, 
328) view that ‘infrastructural development has often 
become an end in itself, rather than a means to an end, 
fuelling rent-seeking and symbolising state power.’

The Ba Lai sluice scheme has trans-zone water 
impacts. This was evidenced by the discharge of 
water resources across the ecological zones (from 
freshwater (upstream) to and salinity (downstream) 
zones), creating a new form of vulnerability to 

agrarian communities living in the latter. Our data 
provide the evidence of how water drainage from 
the upstream (freshwater) zones through the sluice 
gate put the livelihoods of farmers in Thanh Phuoc 
Commune at risk. Abrupt freshwater drainage chan
ged water conditions in the estuary zones, resulting 
in the failure of blood cockle cultivation. While the 
freshwater drainage schedule was fixed (twice 
a month), it was contingent on water dynamics in 
the upstream zones. Recalling an abnormal fresh
water drainage event in 2018, a farmer attributed 
the loss of his blood cockle crop to the extended 
drainage of freshwater (about 10 days) onto his farm
ing areas. Other farmers were victims of this incident. 
He reported that: ‘There is not enough time for farmers 
to harvest blood cockles given the notification of the 
scheme’s freshwater drainage calendar. This contri
butes to the loss of the blood cockle crop’ (interview, 

Figure 2. The Ba lai sluice scheme amidst water-livelihood contestations. Source: illustration by the first author.
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June 2019). Blood cockles are naturally unable to 
survive in freshwater environments, let alone endure 
such prolonged submergence.

FGD participants in Thanh Phuoc Commune com
mented that, while the sluice scheme prevents saltwater 
intrusion during the dry season, it also prevents fresh
water inflows, resulting in the increased intensity of 
salinity in the downstream zones. This negatively 
impacts estuarine fisheries. These findings are consis
tent withEriksen et al.’s (2021) claim that interventions 
do not necessarily reduce vulnerability, but they inad
vertently reinforce, redistribute, or create new sources of 
vulnerability. Here, the sluice scheme, while it fosters 
agricultural development policies in the freshwater/ 
upstream zones, overlooks the complexity of trans- 
zone water dynamics, as well as the detriments it causes 
to livelihoods in the downstream/estuary zones.

Power asymmetry through competing 
water-livelihood relations

FGD participants indicated that they were not formally 
consulted by the local government in designing and 
constructing the sluice system. The Ba Lai infrastruc
ture demonstrates the authoritarian power of the local 
government in undertaking modernistic development 
policies in the agricultural sector using water infra
structure. It is an example of ‘infrastructural power’ 
being strategically deployed by state actors in water 
management (Truelove 2021). In this case, the state 
has overridden the aspirations of the majority of agrar
ian communities who rely heavily on the exploitation 
of local resources (brackish/saline water) for their liveli
hoods. The exclusion of shrimp farmers from the local 
government’s development policies illustrates the 
institutional failures of Vietnam’s authoritarian govern
ance institutions (Ortmann 2017).

The paper illustrates that the power resides not in 
the water infrastructure (scheme) itself, but rather in 
the power possessed by those who deploy the per
spective of that infrastructure system. The scheme 
demonstrates the hegemonic power held by the local 
government through the construction/operation of 
the sluice system opposed to the subordinate position 
of shrimp farmers who do not have equal power in 
their livelihood decisions. This is analogous to Scott’s 
(1998, 87) perspective of power regarding state simpli
fications in map-making. He claimed that:

All state simplifications that we have examined have 
the character of maps. That is, they are designed to 
summarise precisely those aspects of a complex world 
that are of immediate interest to the map-makers and 
to ignore the rest.

While shrimp farmers are in a subordinate position of 
influence in local development policies, there remains 
room for them to exercise agency to meet their needs 
and achieve goals. Kabeer (1999) used this term to 

indicate the ‘power within’ of the farmers, which they 
utilised to empower themselves by negotiating with or 
resisting the government’s power. The following sec
tion assesses how shrimp farmers exercised their 
everyday politics to maintain shrimp farming practices.

Farmers’ agency in exercising everyday politics

Farmers converted from low-yield rice farming into 
commercial shrimp farming across coastal areas of the 
VMD to benefit from high market values and incomes. 
In unfavourable conditions of changing environments 
and diseases, the farmers are willing to take risks or 
apply strategies to mitigate risks (Ngo 2020). This is 
reflected in Thanh Tri Commune, where most shrimp 
farmers held the view that they would rather deal with 
risks to maintain high economic returns from shrimp 
farming rather than conform to the local government’s 
prescriptive freshwater management policies. A female 
participant in a FGD noted that:

Everyone in the commune sees huge profits generated 
by shrimp farming. Although it would result in loss, 
farmers are keen to go with it. (FGD, June 2019)

Qualitative evidence suggests the everyday politics 
exercised by shrimp farmers in dealing with the local 
water management policies. Through the case of 
agrarian reform in Vietnam, the everyday politics was 
characterised in the form of foot-dragging or disobe
dient practices (Dang 2018). In this study, the everyday 
politics was exhibited by the perseverance and deter
mination of shrimp farmers in Thanh Tri to maintain 
shrimp cultivation. Specifically, it is evident in semi- 
open confrontational resistance, whereby the shrimp 
farmers defended their rights and decisions to negoti
ate for better livelihood outcomes. Everyday politics 
was demonstrated by multiple strategies deployed by 
shrimp farmers. For example, they built shrimp ponds, 
while strategically cultivating various freshwater crops 
(e.g. bananas and coconuts) surrounding the ponds 
(Figure 3b). Farmers used this ‘double’ tactic to argue 
that they have conformed to the local water manage
ment rules. Other forms of everyday politics were also 
practised by shrimp farmers as evidenced through 
their acts of evasion, dissembling, and deception in 
their farming practices (Gorman 2023). In this case, 
farmers built fake groundwater wells to attract atten
tion from the local government, while building real 
ones in a hidden place for shrimp farming. From the 
agency perspective, these everyday political actions 
demonstrated not only shrimp farmers’ capacity to 
make livelihood choices (Brown and Westaway 2011) 
but also their manoeuvres to evade, dissemble, or 
deceive to meet their needs (Gorman 2023). Overall, 
deploying these tactics enables farmers to challenge 
the water governance systems while simultaneously 
empowering themselves to achieve their livelihood 
expectations.
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Several rationales underlie farmers’ decisions to 
invest in shrimp farming, in particular, pursuing high- 
income livelihood opportunities. According to 
Mutsvangwa-Sammie and Manzungu (2021, 183), 
farmers are ‘rational beings whose decision-making 
process is based on an understanding of their needs.’ 
In relation to shrimp farmers in this study, farmers 
sought to maintain their original livelihoods to which 
they were bonded. Farmers argued that shrimp farm
ing enables them to maintain better incomes as com
pared with freshwater-based commodities, which 
often have lower returns due to the persistent volatility 
of global and regional markets. A male participant in 
a FGD in Thanh Tri Commune complained that:

We often experience the market instability of agro- 
commodities. Crop investment is too costly. 
Cultivated in the saltwater and acid sulphate soil con
ditions, coconut trees, for example, cannot grow well – 
unlike other areas, here it takes about six or seven 
years for a coconut tree to produce fruits. (FGD, 
June 2019)

Seeking just solutions for livelihood sustainability

Addressing the complex interplays between water 
management and demands for livelihood sustainabil
ity is essential to bring about just solutions. This endea
vour needs to place farmers at the heart of rural and 
agricultural development policies. Farmers serve as 
gatekeepers for development and dissemination of 
rural livelihood innovations, thus making important 
contributions to rural development policies (Dolinska 
and d’Aquino 2016; Tran, Nguyen, and Vo 2019). In this 
case, farmers have resisted poor government policies 
and ingeniously adapted to change in water systems 
under the ‘double’ implications of saltwater intrusion 
and the Ba Lai scheme.

Enhancing farmer’s livelihoods and capacity to deal 
with saltwater intrusion rests on the capacity of the 
local government to undertake co-operative govern
ance of the scheme. In other words, the operational 

efficacy of the scheme management is based on enga
ging with farmers’ needs for: (1) the livelihoods they 
aim to practise, (2) the happiness they expect to gain, 
and (3) the income they seek to earn. It is evident that 
the scheme-based water development policies favour 
freshwater crop production farmers and undermine 
shrimp farmers. The local government therefore 
should provide fair livelihood opportunities for all ben
eficiaries, especially shrimp farmers, whose livelihoods 
are not recognised as legitimate, and who are seen as 
‘culprits’, in the local development programs.

Understanding how farmers’ livelihood decisions 
are facilitated or constrained by local development 
institutions is important to seek justice towards resol
ving the water-livelihood contestations. In this study, 
harmonising short- versus long-term co-benefits 
between these relations needs to investigate the inter
mingled socio-economic and ecological contexts that 
influence farmers’ decisions to pursue their shrimp 
farming and engage in everyday politics. We suggest 
the establishment of a consultation platform that 
brings together the local government and shrimp 
farmers into dialogues is critically important. This 
would allow them to co-design rural development 
policies, assess possible impacts on local livelihood 
conditions, and provide corresponding solutions. 
Further, it would provide room for farmers to articulate 
their needs and express their aspirations for productive 
livelihoods. Collectively, the consultation platform 
offers opportunities for the actors to share their 
respective views, values, and interests, whereby they 
can listen, learn, and understand to each other. If 
effectively facilitated, this would help yield desirable 
outcomes.

Study limitations

The present case study reflects upon the state-society 
relations based on the limited qualitative data gath
ered from respondents involved in the Ba Lai sluice 
scheme. Further research needs to examine how 

Figure 3. The main Ba lai sluice gate (a) and shrimp farming hidden in the freshwater zone of Thanh Tri Commune (b). Source: the 
first author.
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farmer-led everyday politics engages with decision- 
making processes at a broader scale, and how this 
engagement helps advance the knowledge of how 
the contemporary water management and livelihood 
contestations could be solved.

Conclusion

The Ba Lai case study presents how the ‘high modern
ism’ ideology pursued by the Vietnamese govern
ment prompts their intervention into the 
coastalscapes of the VMD. The analysis suggests that 
the Ba Lai scheme fails to bring justice to the liveli
hoods of local communities, especially shrimp farm
ers. The water-livelihood contestations embody the 
salient power asymmetry, where the government 
holds hegemonic power in infrastructural develop
ment, undermining the aspirations of the majority of 
farmers whose livelihoods are traditionally depen
dent on brackish/saline water resources. Shrimp farm
ers were largely marginalised or even excluded from 
local development policies. They lacked opportunities 
to participate in the planning and the management of 
the scheme, as well as articulate their voices to its 
adverse impacts.

This case study shows how water infrastructure is 
employed as a mechanism by the Vietnamese govern
ment to exercise and control power. However, there 
remains room for farmers to exercise their agency to 
achieve their goals. Various forms of everyday politics 
were deployed by shrimp farmers to defend their 
rights and articulate their needs to secure their liveli
hoods (shrimp farming) in the freshwater zones. The 
study implies that these contestations would never 
end as shrimp farmers remain to use brackish/saline 
water for shrimp farming, which violates the scheme’s 
rules. While farmer-led everyday politics with micro- 
actions was undertaken to resist government institu
tions, they are not sufficient to bring about change in 
state-led infrastructure-based water management 
policies.

We recommend that addressing these contested 
relations should go beyond the understandings of 
place-based politics. There needs space for multiple 
stakeholders, including agrarian communities, to 
negotiate with the local government to reconcile 
water and livelihood contestations. Specifically, the 
agency of rural farmers should be further recog
nised to secure their rights and livelihood legiti
macy vis-à-vis the local government’s water 
development policies. In the VMD, it is essential 
that co-governance institutions should be put in 
place to ensure equitable decision-making on future 
water infrastructure development. The study offers 
important policy implications for navigating path
ways for sustainable water development in coastal 
deltas and beyond.
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Notes

1. Resolution 120 is the Vietnamese Government’s policy 
that guides climate-resilient and sustainable develop
ment pathways in the VMD. The document includes an 
overarching development agenda concerning the 
government’s planning strategies, objectives, visions, 
solutions, as well as tasks to improve the socio- 
economic development of the VMD while highlighting 
priorities for climate change adaptation (GoV 2017).

2. Blood cockles (Anadara granosa) are the bivalve mol
lusc species commonly cultivated at open water 
estuarine ecosystems with intertidal alluvial mudflats. 
The blood cockle farming concentrates largely in nutri
ent-rich mudflat areas in Ben Tre and other coastal 
provinces of the VMD (Tu et al. 2022).
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