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To exist, a person at birth must be entitled to the right to life. To live, they need something to eat and then the wants for other rights… thus something to eat is to ensure human existence, which in turn ensures people’s other rights. Having no food means having no existence and that no other rights shall be exercised accordingly. The right to life is basic and simple, but bears important meaning to each as a person. People need food to live, and to then to wish for the next rights. Without food, clothe, housing, it is not possible for people to get access to the rights to learn, to work, to entertain, to research, to politics and other religious beliefs. In other words, facing poverty and hunger, the protection of the rights manifested by the UN declaration and international agreements on human rights cannot be ensured, thus basically human rights are not protected  

When the Revolutionary government was first founded in Vietnam in 1945 amid severe hunger threats, and millions of people were in deep poverty with more than two million people died as a result, they were taken the right to life and even other rights, were there, they could never have them. In awareness that poverty reduction and hunger alleviation are important to the assurance of human rights for the people, the Party and State of Vietnam then viewed hunger as enemy just like that of illiteracy and invasion. The primary policy targets were focused on how to get people out of poverty and miserability, job and employment creation, income generation, and eventually happiness and prospertity for all. 

Tackling poverty and hunger was seen as a central and an imperative task to the then revolutionary mission – that was to eliminate enemies of hunger, illiteracy and invaders. The successful task completion brought millions of Vietnamese out of the death’s threats, and then moved out of poverty and gradually enjoyed vested rights. This shows how important the fight against poverty is to ensure human rights, it is the most effective measure to assure people of other rights they deserve.

From reality of the struggle against poverty since the early days of the 1945 revolution, poverty alleviation has always been placed at the heart of the Party and State’s agenda, especially during the post-America war period. Once poverty and hunger prevail, it would not be possible to realise other basic rights such as rights to politics, study, health care, travel and access to information. As a consequence of war and other reasons, the economy of Vietnam during the 1970 and 1980s faced stagnation. Income averaged only 250- 270 USD per capita with high rate of poverty. According to national poverty line, poverty rate in 1992 was more than 30%. This, if calculated based upon international standards (one dollar per person a day), in 1993 would be 58 per cent, a share of half the population. Due to lack of food, and non-food supplies, the majority of population was not able to realise their rights as citizens. Research shows that causes of poverty can be identified as: prolonged war and its consequences; frequent natural calamities, lack of production capital and technologies, insufficient market access, rapid population growth in disparallel with economic growth, and finally inefficient management. Other research have further indicated that many could not afford enough food, or eat less food, lack of clothes and housing, or live in unfavourable conditions. Many urban families live in just 2 to 3 square meter per person, in ‘slum’, unsafe houses. Many rural residents live in temporary shelters or degrading houses. Many children could not afford school-going and extra activities, especially in rural and remote regions. Many living with insufficient income and in poverty could not get access to services such as health care, medical examination, travel, study and social participation…

Realising poverty as a key issue to the cause of human rights protection, the Party and State of Vietnam has paid central attention to and focused many policies on poverty reduction and hunger alleviation, emphasing poverty fighting is one of the key tasks of the social-economic development plan, an imperative, yet long-term task and a fundamental social policy, a cross-cutting priority in all of social-economic programme of the country. Ever since, poverty reduction has proliferated to become a nation-wide movement. The Vietnam fatherland front has created “day for the poor” campaign, the Women Union with “saving day for poor women”, Farmers association with “better households help poorer ones”; Ho Chi Minh Youth Union with “youth with career cause”, and many other movements which have been created at provinces such as alleviation of temporary shelters in Ha Tinh and Bac Lieu provinces, movement of ‘one house, one water tank and one bulb’ in Ha Giang province….. to this point, a national movement has been created in the form of a national poverty reduction programme (Poverty reduction and hunger alleviation for the period of 1998 – 2000; period of 2001 – 2005 and 2006 – 2010) which has been invested with increasingly considerable amount of finance. The programme has even been more comprehensive with poverty standards being raised properly to match with the international lines.  

(The poverty line during 1993- 1995 was designated that poor households with income per capital of below 20kg of rice a month with urban people and under 15 kg of rice a month with rural residents; the poverty line during 1996 – 1997 was designated as poor households with below 15 kg per person for rural and off-coast island residents; and under 20 kg of rice per person for rural and mid-land residents; under 25 kg of rice for urban residents; the poverty line during 1998 – 2000 was designated as poor households with below 15 kg per person, equivalent to 55 thousand VND per month per person for rural and off-coast island residents; and under 20 kg of rice, equivalent to 70 thousand VND per person for rural and mid-land residents; under 25 kg of rice, equivalent to 90 thousand VND for urban residents; the poverty line during 2001 – 2005 was that poor households with below 80 thousand VND per person per month for rural, off-coast island residents; below 100 thousand VND per person per month rural and mid-land residents; below 150 thousand VND per person per month for urban residents; the poverty line during 2006 to 2010 is that poor households with income per capital of below 200 thousand VND per person per month for rural residents and below 260 thousands VND for urban residents).

Given the above mentioned modest income designations, the poor could do but to afford food expenses to the minimum possible for their existence. Could they still enjoy other rights so long as they continue to face hunger and poverty with these income lines? What can they do to get the rights of study, health care, and social and political participation?

Poverty reduction and hunger alleviation is one of Vietnam’s national policies with high priority. The State of Vietnam has completed two targeted programmes for poverty reduction (period of 1998 – 2000 and 2001- 2005). The results have been encouraging. After nearly ten years of executing poverty-related policies and programmes, more than 20 million people have escaped poverty, the poverty rate was halved (from 57% in 1994 to 24% in 2006) ten years ahead of the targets of the UN’s MDGs (the MDGs set to the world to reduce poverty by a half by 1015); The appearance of poor and especially difficult communes has changed significantly in terms of infrastructure and in commodity-oriented production; income has rise 1.45 times in 5 years (2000 – 2005); Living standards of the majority of people have been improved; 3.57 million people have access to micro-finance services; 15 thousand households were provided lands, 2 million poor people had access to agriculture, forestry and fishery extentionist services. 90 thousand households access resettlement; 630,000 residents are resettled in new economic zones; fund for medical cares worth 2.3 billion VND and more than 8.4 million poor people are issued free health care assurances with more than 14 million people experiencing medical care services; more 3 million students access reduced tuition programmes; 300,000 poor households are provided with housing facilities…. Vietnam continues to push ahead the poverty reduction programme during 2006 – 2010. The target to reduce poverty rate to below 10-11% by 2010 (in five years the number of poor households has been halved); poor households income increases by 1.45 times compared to that of 2005; poor and especial communes are accessible to sufficient basic infrastructure; 6 million households access to preferred interest credit loan; 4.2 million households are provided trainings on agriculture, forestry and fishery extention; 1.5 million people get reduced vocational training fees; 1.5 million people get access to free medical check and treatments; 19 million poor students get access to reduced tuition fee and other subsidies; 500 thousand poor households get access to “temporary house elimination programme”. 

In conclusion, the poverty reduction and hunger alleviation cause implemented over the past 15 years have recorded tremendous successes, and are highly commended by international community. Millions of Vietnamese step out of poverty to come well-off families and individuals. Hence the human rights have been properly initiated and well maintained. The cause of poverty reduction, however, continued to be challenged. The Party and State of Vietnam continue to push ahead this programme, in the mean time making it nation-wide and people’s cause towards sustainable poverty reduction and stable prosperity. The reality has proven that reducing poverty and alleviating hunger is the most effective measure toward the assurances of human rights protection.
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