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This study of seven provincial capitals in Vietnam’s 
Mekong Delta region, conducted in cooperation 
with the Vietnam Government, is intended to 

inform government decision-making on strengthening 
disaster and climate resilience in these cities, to enable 
them to contribute to regional economic growth and 
resilience. 

The study contributes to the World Bank’s long-term 
multisectoral engagement with the Vietnam Government 
on the Mekong Delta region, which includes support for 
a development policy operation currently under prepa-
ration and a delta plan.1 The World Bank has provided 
investment support of more than $500 million for urban 
development to provinces in the Mekong Delta through 
the Can Tho Urban Development and Resilience Project, 
Scaling up Urban Upgrading Project (SUUP), and other 
operations under preparation. This study builds on les-
sons from these operations and aims to inform future 
engagement on urbanization in the delta. It is fully 
aligned with the government’s priorities—as identi-
fied in its Socio-Economic Development Strategy for 
2011–2020 and plans—with the World Bank’s Country 
Partnership Framework; and with the Vietnam govern-
ment’s resolution on Sustainable and Climate Resilient 

Development of the Mekong Delta (120/NQ-CP), which 
lays out a vision for 2100 and objectives for 2050 and 
reinforces the government’s commitment to strengthen-
ing resilience in the region.2

The analysis presented in this report is based on assess-
ments in Bac Lieu, Ben Tre, Long Xuyen, Soc Trang, 
Tan An, Vinh Long, and Vi Thanh. With populations of 
100,000–500,000, these cities were selected because of 
the World Bank’s long-term support of urban develop-
ment there and requests from the cities and their prov-
inces to identify innovative strategies to address resil-
ience. While the study focuses on the Mekong Delta, its 
findings convey important lessons on how to strengthen 
resilience in other secondary cities in Vietnam and 
around the world. 

The analysis relied on extensive data collection, docu-
ment reviews, fieldwork, and consultations in the seven 
cities, provinces, and nationwide. Preliminary findings 
from this report were presented at a technical work-
shop organized by the Vietnam Ministry of Planning 
and Investments and the World Bank on April 23, 2019 
and informed design of the SUUP and operations under 
preparation.

Preface
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Executive summary

This study of seven provincial capitals 
in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta region, 
conducted in cooperation with the 
Vietnam Government, is intended to 
inform government decision-making 

on strengthening disaster and climate resilience in 
these cities, to enable them to contribute to regional 
economic growth and resilience. The analysis is 
based on assessments in Bac Lieu, Ben Tre, Long 
Xuyen, Soc Trang, Tan An, Vinh Long, and Vi Thanh. 
With populations of 100,000–500,000, these cities 
were selected because of the World Bank’s long-
term support for urban development there and 
requests from the cities and their provinces to identify 
innovative strategies to address resilience. While the 
study focuses on the Mekong Delta, its findings convey 
important lessons on how to strengthen resilience 
in other secondary cities in Vietnam and around the 
world. The idea was to understand challenges and 
barriers faced by these cities and to identify gaps and 
opportunities to enhance risk-informed urban planning.

The report’s main findings and recommendations are 
presented here under three broad headings: 

	● What are the specific barriers, challenges, and 
opportunities for the Mekong’s secondary cities?

	● How have past and present development plans shaped 
these urban economies?

	● What priorities should guide future plans for these 
and other secondary cities in the Mekong?

Networked: Towards Urban Resilience and Economic Growth in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta  ::  11
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What are the specific barriers, challenges, 
and opportunities for the Mekong Delta’s 
secondary cities?

Each of the seven provincial capitals studied in this report 
has its own locational economic factors, demographic 
trends, and climate change risks. Yet all seven share in 
the common characteristics of the Mekong Delta region, 
and together they account for more than one in four of 
the region’s urban residents. Considered secondary cities, 
they will do much to shape the future of the delta, so their 
socio-economic development plans need to reflect both 
their regional commonalities and their individual differ-
ences—along with the important factors that distinguish 
their economic potential from that of much larger cities 
nearby (Can Tho and Ho Chi Minh City).

Agriculture will remain a chief economic growth driver 
for secondary cities in the region

The Mekong Delta is one of Vietnam’s most fertile and agri-
culturally productive regions, and its provinces depend 
heavily on agriculture (59%–81% of GDP in 2015). Across 
the region, agriculture and agriculture-related services 
account for a larger source of employment than industry 
or construction. This picture is unlikely to change soon. 
Secondary Mekong Delta cities will remain tied for some 
time to agricultural employment, especially with their 
slow population growth. So, despite the emphasis on 
industry in past socio-economic development plans, agri-
cultural modernization as envisioned in the government’s 
Agricultural Restructuring Plan will be key to these cities’ 
prosperity. That Plan, approved by the Prime Minister in 
2014, identifies sector goals for economically, socially, and 
environmentally sustainable development.

Economic growth is steady and has improved lives in 
secondary Mekong cities—but is also slow, putting local 
resources under strain

Although the seven cities studied generally have small 
economies and slow economic growth—in 2015, each 
accounted for 25%–50% of its province’s total produc-
tion value—they have made large social development 
gains. Shares of people under the poverty line in these 
cities fell steadily over 2010–2015, reaching 0.8%–2.8% in 
2015, keeping up with Vietnam’s national poverty reduc-
tion over the same period. School enrollment rates are 
high, and health infrastructure indicators are good. 
Even so, slow domestic revenue growth has constrained 
urban governments. Cities are forced to rely heavily on 
central and provincial government transfers, especially 
for operation and maintenance costs. Per capita expen-
ditures have been rising steeply.

Urban population growth is low, reflecting high 
outmigration from secondary cities

Of Vietnam’s six main regions, the Mekong Delta is the 
third most populous and urbanized—yet it ranks fourth 
in urban population growth, largely because its secondary 
cities have populations growing slowly. The seven pro-
vincial capitals studied here are home to just 9%–17% of 
their provinces’ populations, and their annual population 
growth is less than 1%. By contrast, Vietnam’s national 
average annual population growth is about 3%.

The main factor in the seven cities’ slow population 
growth is not natural increase: on the contrary, birth rates 
are high. Instead, the main factor is high outmigration 
(3.4%–11.5% a year), mainly to larger cities such as Can 
Tho and Ho Chi Minh City. In part because of those larger 
cities’ economic pull, the secondary cities of the Mekong 
Delta are now way-stations rather than final destinations.

Data capacity is not consistently high enough to 
inform resilience planning—and water-related hazard 
monitoring is generally absent

For the most part, the seven cities have limited capacity 
to gather and use data effectively for resilient planning. 
True, some have robust spatial databases: Ben Tre, Long 
Xuyen, Tan An, and Vinh Long share and coordinate spa-
tial data across departments and government initiatives. 
But other cities need better data sharing to inform city 
planning: Bac Lieu, Soc Trang, and Vi Thanh do not main-
tain adequate cross-platform data-sharing capabilities. 
Generally, these cities lack systems and capacity for mon-
itoring flood and other water-related hazards.

Climate risks and unsustainable landscape 
transformation create hurdles for resilient growth

The Mekong Delta region is highly vulnerable to climate 
change impacts. Especially at risk are provincial capitals, 
including the seven discussed here. These cities emerged 
from a water-based economy, in what has long been 
known as the rice bowl of Vietnam: they still support rice 
and other agriculture. Yet precisely because they are in 
a low-lying delta, they are increasingly affected by rising 
sea levels, saltwater intrusion, storm surges, and coastal 
erosion. The landscape of the Mekong Delta has also 
gradually been transformed—by urbanization, by canal 
and road construction, and by new industrial facilities—
in ways that fail to nurture its ecological assets and that 
often make it more vulnerable to climate risks. 
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Local agro-ecological factors shape urban economies 
and suggest adaptation strategies

Each of the seven cities has local soil, land, and water con-
ditions that distinctively affect its economy. For example, 
Ben Tre and Tan An are in the freshwater alluvial zone, 
endowed with rich soil. Their agricultural activities—
double or triple rice crops, fruit, horticulture, freshwater 
aquaculture—reflect this aqua–agro economy, as do their 
urbanization and industrialization processes. In contrast, 
Vi Thanh is in the West Hau River eco-agricultural area, 
where a dense canal system enables irrigated agriculture 
and favors water-intensive crops such as rice and sug-
arcane. And Bac Lieu and Soc Trang are in the eastern 
coastal zone, with economies relying on aquaculture and 
sea products.

How have past and present development 
plans shaped these urban economies?

The growth of the seven cities reflects planning priori-
ties that have not worked for the region and that urgently 
require reassessment by policymakers. Economic plans 
and master plans, at both the city and the provincial lev-
els, have tended to reflect a national government assump-
tion that rapid industrialization will attract more people 
to cities and transform urban and regional economies. 
But in the seven cities studied here, this approach has 
not sped urban population growth or economic growth. It 
needs to be revisited.

Because infrastructure investments have been 
uncoordinated, new infrastructure is often underused—
while the old infrastructure has fallen into neglect

As secondary cities invest in industrial infrastructure, 
such as ports and industrial zones, they hope to attract 
newcomers, drive economic growth, and move up the 
urban classification of cities (box 1).

But the new infrastructure ends up underused, in part 
because its planning was not well coordinated. Water 
infrastructure (such as water supply, wastewater and 
drainage) tends to be poorly maintained. Meanwhile, a 
widespread emphasis on road construction has left the 
region’s older networks of rivers and canals suffering from 
neglect: problems include low-clearance bridges, inade-
quate public terminals for loading and unloading goods, 
and poor intermodal connections (especially with roads). 
A more collaborative regional approach might help to bet-
ter target investments and avoid redundancy. Though not 
intended, the system of classification of cities has also 
contributed to some perverse incentives as cities com-
pete to make investments to achieve higher tier status.

City master plans and transport plans have encouraged 
low-rise, low-density sprawl—an inefficient pattern that 
reflects aspirations rather than demand

Secondary cities in the Mekong Delta region generally 
consist of a dense urban core surrounded by sprawl, 
with widely scattered settlements at the fringes. Such 
lateral expansion is aspirational rather than demand-
driven, inhibiting sustainability: large agricultural tracts 
are urbanized only to be used inefficiently, and road plans 
reflect neither user needs nor climate considerations.

The challenge lies with past planning approaches. Road 
designs and other transport planning decisions in the 
region (such as freight port locations) are typically unin-
formed by mode share, travel behavior, or origin-desti-
nation data, and demand forecasts are largely based on 
generic land-use trip generation factors. Limited atten-
tion is given to assessing user needs, and to limit sprawl 
through coordination with city master plans. And because 
options for public transport are not sufficiently explored, 
pollution increases along with traffic congestion.

Past development plans emphasizing infrastructure and 
urbanization now present challenges to sustainability

Whereas settlements, agriculture, and livelihoods once 
accommodated the Mekong River’s natural flows and 
annual floods, recent industrial transformation and accel-
erated urban development have instead shrunk mangrove 
forests, wetlands, and agricultural areas. As a result, the 
region’s resilience is in jeopardy. Other threats to urban 
livability and economic and environmental sustainabil-
ity include rising air and water pollution, inadequate 
solid waste management and wastewater treatment, and 
low-density sprawl replacing highly productive agricul-
tural land.

Box 1: System of cities in Vietnam
Vietnam’s urban classification system (2001 and 
updated in 2009) through Decree No. 42/2009/ND-CP 
is an important tool for urban management. It is a 
hierarchical system consisting of six classes of urban 
centers that are defined by levels of economic activ-
ities, physical development, population, population 
density, and infrastructure provision. Moving up the 
ladder is an important consideration for cities as 
higher classes receive greater recognition and shares 
of financial resources.

Source: World Bank 2011.
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What priorities should guide the 
government’s future plans for these and 
other secondary cities in the Mekong Delta?

At the national level, the Ministry of Construction 
should reassess the effectiveness of the urban classifi-
cation system as an urban management tool, especially 
in the context of enhancing resilience in secondary cit-
ies. It should also work with provincial governments and 
cities to facilitate collaboration and networking between 
cities. At the provincial and city level, to speed growth 
while mitigating climate risks, the secondary cities of 
the Mekong Delta region require more coordinated plan-
ning and efficient networks, with faster connectivity 
among city, regional, and national economies. Each city 
needs to target the right investments—building on past 
agricultural strengths, but also developing local skills to 
retain talent and enhance human capital. But each city 
will also need to coordinate its growth plans and pool 
resources with other regional cities, pursuing strategies 
that maximize value creation across the delta and that 
drive mutual benefit.

Toward these ends, the report lays out three policy pil-
lars for growth, competitiveness, and resilience in the 
Mekong Delta:

	● Pillar 1—Strengthen regional urban networks.

	● Pillar 2—Incentivize growth.

	● Pillar 3—Enhance resilience through spatial planning.

The recommendations under each pillar suggest how 
the Mekong Delta Regional Coordination Council —
being initiated by the Government of Vietnam3—can 
speed regional and local economic development while 
addressing urban climate risks.

Pillar 1  Strengthen regional urban networks

Create synergies for networked development by 
encouraging provinces to coordinate and collaborate 

Provinces should coordinate the development of their 
capital cities, developing joint plans and strategies for 
regional growth and resilience. A regional asset manage-
ment system should be created to take stock of base-
line infrastructure, identify what is critical, set new 
infrastructure priorities, and ensure efficient resource 
use. The result will be a more networked develop-
ment approach, one that is fully aligned with the gov-
ernment’s Mekong Delta coordination mechanism: the 
new Regional Coordination Council should prioritize 
urbanization, with a central focus on strengthening 

urban networks and linkages among cities. An important 
aspect of strengthening regional institutions would be to 
find ways to ensure adequate benefit sharing among the 
provinces and cities.

Invest in efficient and resilient water-based connectivity

The seven cities are endowed with extensive river and 
canal networks, a historical strength of the Mekong 
Delta region—yet today, after decades of neglect in 
favor of road-based development, these networks oper-
ate below capacity. New investments in inland water-
ways are essential for urban productivity and sustain-
able growth, as well as for regional transport resilience. 
Canals should be upgraded for efficiency, and riverbeds 
that have been mined for sand (used in construction) 
should be restored and managed for efficient transport 
and more resilient landscapes. Waterway investments 
that give due attention to environmental impacts will 
reduce road traffic congestion, greenhouse gas emis-
sions, travel time, and air and noise pollution, while add-
ing modal flexibility. The Ministry of Transport’s current 
transport development plan for the region gives high 
priority to inland water transport services and invest-
ments in waterways, ports, multimodal facilities, and 
higher-clearance bridges.

Promote communication among cities to identify 
key infrastructure investments—and agree on each 
city’s role in maintaining and upgrading regional 
infrastructure, including shared business facilities and 
services

The tendency of each province and city to invest in 
industrial infrastructure that is underused—especially 
industrial zones—is economically inefficient. It is also 
environmentally unsustainable. To reduce costs and 
direct resources where they are most needed, capital 
cities and their provinces should collaborate to iden-
tify and focus selectively on the most efficient locations 
for such industrial zones, as well as for other new infra-
structure (ports, airports, and utilities).

Provincial and city governments can also support busi-
ness growth by providing shared facilities and services: 
examples include warehouses, transport and logis-
tics hubs, common facilities for training, and business 
promotion events (fairs, buyer meetings, and market-
places). Such shared facilities and services can enable 
local businesses to connect to provincial and regional 
value chains. The national government should also focus 
on services such as common testing and certification, 
events to promote business-to-business linkages, and 
basic business management training programs. Such 
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efforts—along with appropriate regulations and stream-
lined, one-stop shops for clearances (including business 
permits, construction approvals, utility connections, 
and tax collection)—will foster the growth of robust and 
resilient private firms.

Mount joint city efforts to attract foreign direct 
investment

To make infrastructure plans more efficient and to cre-
ate higher value for investors, individual cities and prov-
inces should avoid competing with one another to pro-
mote business—competition that is not conducive to 
regional growth. Instead, provincial capitals and depart-
ments of planning and investments could partner to 
identify investment needs and opportunities in each 
province, strengthening regional economic networks 
and promoting agglomeration effects. 

Pillar 2  Incentivize growth

Specialize by city

Each city enjoys unique locational advantages. Economic 
development plans for the delta should build on these 
strengths, focusing on each city’s competitive advan-
tage and comparative specialization. Plans should also 
encourage cities to grow in harmony with their natural 
environment, to concentrate development in the urban 
core, and to support the surrounding natural landscape 
as the economic base for continuing growth and expan-
sion into related industries. Industrial investments must 
be tied to economic activities that are currently com-
mercially viable, such as aqua- and agro-processing.

Synergize across cities

Provincial regional plans should seek synergies across sec-
ondary cities that will promote shared value creation and 
agglomeration effects. Given cities’ small internal mar-
kets, improving connectivity between cities in the region 
can help them achieve economic scale and diversity while 
enhancing trade and value creation in the region. 

Strengthen assessment of user needs and demand for 
infrastructure

Cities’ infrastructure investments must be based on 
systematic assessments of demand, whether for hous-
ing, public spaces, transport investments, water infra-
structure, or industrial facilities along city peripheries. 
Such assessments will avoid repeating past patterns, 
whereby public investments (especially in industrial 
zones) neglected demand and resulted in redundancy 
and underuse.

Retarget state funds to increase investment productivity

The seven cities spend significant capital resources in 
expanding urban infrastructure including roads, social 
infrastructure facilities and in administrative buildings. 
Often these are built ahead of real demand and pro-
mote low density development and create new liabilities 
in terms of maintenance budget requirements. These 
investments have limited impact on improving city GDP 
and productivity. On the other hand, state support for 
promoting local services and businesses, such as work-
ing capital support, training, technology modernization, 
and support to integrate value chains which could lead 
to improved productivity and directly improve impact 
on GDP, is missing. There is therefore a need to retar-
get the use of state funds away from less productive 
infrastructure investments to improve the robustness 
of local businesses. It is important that the retargeted 
strategy take gender considerations into account. 

Identify the drivers of outmigration, and look 
for promising avenues to reduce it through skill 
development

The economic development of secondary Mekong Delta 
cities is impeded by outmigration, poor quality jobs, and 
limited access to vocational and skills training. To bet-
ter understand the drivers of outmigration, a detailed 
diagnostic study should collect household data disag-
gregated by gender4—across all ages and economic sec-
tors—and should prepare income profiles. Cities should 
also invest in high-skill economic sectors, combining 
targeted vocational training with secondary education 
programs. Such investments would increase the diver-
sity and vitality of smaller urban economies while giving 
people reasons to stay.

Pillar 3  Enhance resilience through spatial 
planning

Promote evidence-based urban and regional spatial 
planning

Master planning in provincial capitals should be based 
on demographic and socio-economic data and evidence. 
Demographic data are a good indicator of future urban 
population growth rates and should guide decisions 
about land use, urban footprint, and the spatial expan-
sion of each city. Master plans in some cities that call for 
more than doubling the urban area—despite an annual 
urbanization rate of 1% or less—are not conducive to 
resilience. Sectoral plans and master plans should also 
consider cities’ climate risks.
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Encourage compact urban design through anti-sprawl 
transportation planning—but allow for local flexibility 
in applying national standards

To manage this sprawl—but also to reduce climate 
risks—urban master plans, land use plans, and transport 
plans should encourage compact growth and strength-
ened land use regulation and enforcement. They should 
not add to the low-rise, low-density development seen 
in most provincial capitals. Moreover, city officials need 
greater capacity to prepare master plans that take into 
account local realities and exigencies while still follow-
ing the guidance issued by the Ministry of Construction.

Strengthen evidence-based transport planning—
promote public transportation, and design roads that 
better reflect user needs and climate considerations

Cities need to reduce their dependence on private vehi-
cles, prioritize public transport, enhance use of cleaner 
fuels, and reduce road encroachment on arable land 
and wetlands. Designing transportation infrastructure 
based on travel demand—not aspirations—will make 
urban development more efficient and more resilient 
to climate change impacts. Regulatory arrangements 
need to be put in place to allow staff in the Department 
of Transport and the Department of Construction to 
design and engineer specific locally relevant norms on 
road size, appropriately based on their network function 
and on travel demand.

Design resilient infrastructure

To plan urban infrastructure by city and by city zone, 
a better understanding is needed (beyond exist-
ing efforts) of the complex geomorphological and 

hydrometeorological interrelationships that affect inun-
dation, drainage, saltwater intrusion, and erosion differ-
ently in each part of an urban area. Cities can reduce 
their vulnerability to these effects with more carefully 
designed planning and construction codes and stan-
dards for the design, construction, and operation and 
maintenance of urban infrastructure, services, and hous-
ing. Local experts can help. Also needed is an increased 
familiarity with green infrastructure and bioengineer-
ing solutions, which reduce the adverse impacts of hard 
infrastructure (or as alternatives to it).

Invest in geospatial capabilities including strengthening 
climate data monitoring

Cities should invest in GIS systems and skills and develop 
and strengthen GIS platforms so that data can be shared 
across urban sector agencies and incorporated in plans 
and activities. As a result, sectoral agencies in cities will 
be able to upload sectoral data for sharing with other 
agencies, allowing more integrated urban planning. To 
strengthen local monitoring of climate parameters and 
to assess related hazards (urban flood risk, erosion, 
salinity), cities should work closely with the Vietnam 
Meteorological and Hydrological Administration and its 
regional offices. Data on greenhouse gas emissions must 
be systematically gathered to understand baseline emis-
sions and emissions by sector—and to develop strate-
gies for reducing them. Finally, secondary cities need 
to build their mapping and modeling capacities and to 
boost public participation around urban plans and resil-
ience planning: both efforts can yield better develop-
ment outcomes.



Vietnam’s secondary cities
Planning for growth, competitiveness, and resilience

This report examines seven secondary cities in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta region, all provincial capitals: Bac Lieu, Ben Tre, Long 
Xuyen, Soc Trang, Tan An, Vi Thanh, and Vinh Long. As a group, these seven cities differ geographically, demographically, and 
economically from larger cities nearby (Can Tho and Ho Chi Minh City). They also share a solid agricultural base—common 
throughout the delta. Yet they are not all alike: each has its own locational factors, economic advantages, demographic trends, 
and climate change risks.

How should the Vietnam Government envision the future of these seven cities and others like them? What policies and planning 
approaches can help them become drivers of regional economic growth and climate resilience? This report considers these 
questions at length. It looks not only at factors affecting the Mekong Delta as a whole, but also at the varied circumstances of 
each city. In the process, it touches on cross-cutting issues that have important implications for secondary cities in the rest 
of the country and around the world. The report’s thematic chapters identify barriers, challenges, and opportunities for risk-
informed planning to promote economic growth, competitiveness, and resilience.
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Tan An
Population (city): 135,493
Area (km2): 81.94
Province: Long An

Ben Tre
Population (city): 120,214
Area (km2): 65.75
Province: Ben Tre

Soc Trang
Population (city): 137,642
Area (km2): 76.16
Province: Soc Trang

Vinh Long
Population (city): 140,872
Area (km2): 64.83
Province: Vinh Long

Long Xuyen
Population (city): 280,635
Area (km2): 115.22
Province: Ang Giang

Vinh Thuan
Population (city): 74,804
Area (km2): 118
Province: Hau Giang

Bac Lieu
Population (city): 153,006
Area (km2): 175.25
Province: Bac Lieu



Secondary cities in the Mekong Delta region: 
What this report looks at—and why

This report looks at seven Mekong Delta region provincial capitals—all secondary cities, defined 
here as cities with populations of 100,000–500,000—to assess their development potential and 
planning needs in relation to climate risks and to ongoing demographic, socio-economic, and 
spatial transformations. Past studies on urbanization and climate change in Vietnam have typically 
examined large and medium-size cities, with less attention to how secondary cities can drive 
regional economic growth in a climate change context. While describing each city’s specifics, the 
report also aims to identify their regional commonalities—and to inform research and policymaking 
approaches to secondary cities throughout the Mekong Delta and elsewhere.

Photo: Huy Thoai / Shutterstock.com
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	● Vietnam is urbanizing rapidly, 
at an estimated urban growth 
rate of 3% over 2010–2015.

	● The rapid pace of urbanization 
in Vietnam is expected to 
exacerbate the economic costs 
of extreme weather events, 
with poor urban communities 
the most vulnerable.

	● The Mekong Delta region, home 
to about 20 million people, is 
highly vulnerable to climate 
change. Greater understanding 
is needed of the role of cities in 
strengthening regional growth 
and resilience. 
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Vietnam is urbanizing rapidly, at an estimated urban 
growth rate of 3% over 2010–2015. The share of the pop-
ulation living in urban areas increased from about 24% 
in 2000 to about 32% in 2015.5 By 2040, the urban popu-
lation is expected to exceed the rural population.6 

Vietnam’s Socio-Economic Development Plan 2011–2020 
views cities as engines of growth and keys to the gov-
ernment’s goals of modernization and industrialization.7 
Most urban growth is taking place in Hanoi and Ho Chi 
Minh City, the two largest cities, followed by the three 
medium-size cities (populations of 500,000–1.5 million) 
of Can Tho, Da Nang, and Hai Phong. Secondary cit-
ies, with populations of 100,000–500,000,8 also play an 
important role in providing services and employment 
opportunities and shaping regional economies. 

Vietnam’s cities, regardless of size, are facing intense 
pressures as a result of the impacts of climate change. 
A 3,260-kilometer coastline exposes cities to extreme 
weather events, including typhoons, floods, and 
drought, which are expected to become more frequent 
and intense as cities increasingly experience the impacts 
of climate change. Coastal cities, particularly those in 
low-lying delta areas, are especially vulnerable to haz-
ards such as storm surges, sea level rise, and coastal 
erosion while also absorbing rising concentrations of 
people and assets. The rapid pace of urbanization in 
Vietnam is expected to boost the economic costs of 
extreme weather events, with poor urban communities 
the most vulnerable. 

Urbanization has also been accompanied by rising air 
and water pollution, inadequate solid waste manage-
ment and wastewater treatment, and loss of green space, 
all threatening urban livability. Cities are major users 
of energy, accounting for 70% of the country’s energy 
consumption and 70% of its greenhouse gas emissions. 
Consideration of sustainability and resilience as a core 

part of urban development is vital if Vietnam is to meet 
the Sustainable Development Goals and reap the eco-
nomic and social benefits of urbanization. 

While Vietnam’s large and medium-size cities receive 
most attention, much less is known about secondary 
cities and how they can contribute to regional economic 
growth in the context of a changing climate. This study 
aims to fill this gap. Specifically, it focuses on cities 
that are also provincial capitals in the highly vulnerable 
Mekong Delta region to assess the challenges they face 
and how they can drive regional economic growth and 
resilience. 

The Mekong Delta region is one of the most fertile 
and agriculturally productive regions of Vietnam. Its 
12 provinces and one province-level municipality are 
home to about 20 million people, and some 15% of the 
population in the delta resides in cities (table 1.1).9 
Can Tho, a centrally controlled class I city with a pop-
ulation of 1.5 million, is the economic and commercial 
center of the region, and Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam’s 
most populous city with 8.99 million people, is close 
by. Both rural and urban areas are highly vulnerable to 
natural disasters and climate risks. Can Tho, though 
80 kilometers inland from the river mouth, is pro-
jected to be severely affected by tidal flooding. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates 
that the duration of inundation will increase to 7.5%–
24% of the year from 2.5% in the base year, depending 
on climate scenario assumptions.10 

Despite the rising risks from the impacts of climate 
change on secondary cities, studies on urbanization in 
the Mekong Delta have focused primarily on Can Tho, 
the largest city in the region.11 Few studies have exam-
ined the economic and climate risks facing these cit-
ies and the options they have in addressing such risks. 
So, little analysis has been conducted on how they are 

TABLE 1.1  Mekong Delta provinces and secondary/capital cities

Province Capital Province Capital 

Included in study Not included in study

An Giang Long Xuyen Ca Mau Ca Mau 

Bac Lieu Bac Lieu Dong Thap Cao Lanh

Ben Tre Ben Tre Kien Giang Rach Gia

Hau Giang Vi Thanh Tien Giang My Tho 

Long An Tan An Tra Vinh Tra Vinh 

Soc Trang Soc Trang Can Tho (province-level municipality) Can Tho

Vinh Long Vinh Long
Source: Study team, 2020.
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incorporating resilience into their urban and spatial 
planning and how they could contribute to regional eco-
nomic growth in the delta. 

By providing a detailed analysis of these issues, and of 
the demographic, socio-economic, and spatial trans-
formations in secondary cities, this report can inform 
discussions of the role of such cities in the context of 
increasing risks from climate change (see box 1.1 for a 
discussion of the study framework and methodology). 
It also contributes to the still very limited literature on 
urbanization and resilience in the Mekong Delta region. 
And by focusing on these issues, the study contributes 

to the broader literature and dialogue on the role of sec-
ondary cities in economic growth and resilience.

The rest of this report is organized as follows. Chapter 
2 focuses on land transformation in the Mekong Delta 
region and the climate risks facing secondary cities. 
Chapter 3 assesses the demographic, urbanization, 
and poverty changes that these cities are experiencing 
Chapter 4 examines employment and economic growth in 
the region. Chapter 5 discusses how spatial and sectoral 
transformations are shaping each city. Chapter 6 sum-
marizes key recommendations for speeding growth and 
strengthening resilience in secondary cities of the delta.

BOX 1.1  Study framework and methodology

Urban resilience framework

Source: Study team, 2020.

Understanding urban resilience requires assessing 
three key dynamics: climate integrity, which involves 
assessing natural disaster and climate risks and the 
topographic, ecological, and environmental factors 
shaping cities; economic growth, which involves 
assessing the demographic and socio-economic changes 
characterizing urban growth; and urban-spatial sectoral 
planning, which involves assessing urban and land use 
planning and sectoral and institutional changes (box 
figure). 

For each of the seven cities examined in this report, the 
study produced an environmental/climate risk profile 
and a detailed socio-economic assessment focusing 
on urban changes in demographics, economic growth 
and employment, and revenues and budgets. To help 
cities diagnose the complex issue of resilience, sector 
specialists conducted a rapid city strength diagnosis 
in multiple sectors to identify priority actions for 
strengthening urban systems (adapted from Global 
Facility for Disaster Risk Reduction 2014). Assessments 
were carried out in key sectors: land use, transportation, 
water management, geospatial data management, and 
infrastructure. Institutional capacity for addressing 
risks was also assessed. The idea was to understand the 
challenges and barriers faced by the cities and to identify 
gaps and opportunities to enhance risk-informed 
urban planning. The challenges in data collection were 

significant. There is no common platform for urban data 
or central consolidation with adequate disaggregation, 
so data were gathered from provinces and cities where 
available.

Climate Integrity
Accessing disaster and 
climate risks; ecological 

and hydrological systems; 
GHG emissions

Urban-Spatial- 
Sectoral Planning
Assessment of urban 

and land use planning, 
sectoral decision, and 
institutional capacity

Economic Growth
Assessment of growth 

dynamics; employment, 
demographic changes, 

and financing

Urban
Resilience



Seven cities and their landscapes: How human 
habitation has shaped the Mekong Delta

This chapter reviews the shifting landscape and urban development history of the Mekong Delta 
region: a fluid, dynamic landscape, in which past methods of accommodating nature have only 
recently given way to modern development patterns that heighten climate risks. The region’s 
cities—emerging from its water-based economy, in what is known as the “rice bowl” of Vietnam—
continue to rely on rice and other agriculture. Yet precisely because they are in a low-lying delta, 
they are heavily exposed to rising sea levels through saltwater intrusion, storm surges, and coastal 
erosion. While the Mekong’s annual flooding has always shaped the region, recent urban growth 
and industrial development have not maintained the delta’s ecological integrity or resilience to 
environmental risks. Instead, they have made it more vulnerable to climate change impacts.

Photo: Duong Hoang Dinh / Shutterstock.com
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	● The combination of nutrient-
rich sediment, high banks, and 
good drainage has made the 
Mekong Delta region a prime 
area for cultivation. Of the 2.6 
million hectares of agricultural 
land in the region today, 1.7 
million are devoted to rice 
cultivation, accounting for more 
than half of Vietnam’s total rice 
production.

	● Historically, cities emerged in a 
water-based economy as service 
hubs for agriculture. Locational 
and ecological factors shape 
agricultural and economic 
activities and are essential to 
the cities’ growth and resilience 
strategies. 

	● Recent industrial 
transformation and accelerated 
urban development have 
undermined the delta’s 
ecological assets. Cities will be 
especially affected by rising 
sea levels through saltwater 
intrusion, storm surges, and 
coastal erosion, while also being 
heavily exposed to typhoons 
and droughts.
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The delta’s reliance on rice has endured. Of the 2.6 mil-
lion hectares of agricultural land in the Mekong Delta 
region today,15 1.7 million are devoted to rice cultiva-
tion,16 accounting for more than half of Vietnam’s total 
rice production, and has been crucial for attaining food 
security for millions of people across the country. In 
addition, the region produces half of Vietnam’s fruit and 
fruit exports and is home to vegetable and tuber cultiva-
tion, aquaculture, and fisheries. 

Human interventions have radically changed the delta 
landscape. In this well-drained area, water was long the 
fastest mode of travel and transport. An extensive web 
of canals was developed in precolonial times for irriga-
tion, drainage, and transportation of people and goods. 
The canal network expanded rapidly during French rule, 
as nearly 1,800 kilometers of canals were dug between 
1880 and 1930 (map 2.1).17 Ushered in by new industrial 
technology, dredging created extensive canal infrastruc-
ture. In this dense canal network, secondary canals were 
also built for water supply, fishing, and defense.18

The earth excavated in digging canals was turned into 
new, higher ground that supported the construction 
of roads. Streets ran perpendicular to the canals, and 
the places where roads and canals met, reflecting favor-
able trade routes within Vietnam and to Cambodia and 
China, often became the most important public and 
commercial urban spaces.19 In some cities, major roads 
overtook waterways early on as the predominant trade 
paths (map 2.2). Between 1880 and 1930, the delta’s pop-
ulation swelled from 0.5 million to 4 million. Over the 
same period, the rise of railroads brought a third trans-
portation option to the area, overlapping with roads and 

MAP 2.1  Canal system in the Mekong Delta region, 1926

Source: Government General de I’Indocine, Dragages de Cochinchine, Saigon: 
Impermerie Rey, 1930.

MAP 2.2  Roads in the Mekong Delta region, 1926

Source: Government General de I’Indocine, Dragages de Cochinchine, Saigon: 
Impermerie Rey, 1930.

The Mekong River, at 4,350 kilometers, is Southeast 
Asia’s longest river and the seventh-longest in Asia. 
After snaking  through China, Myanmar, Thailand, 
Lao PDR, and Cambodia, the river and its  tributaries 
form the Mekong Delta in southern Vietnam before dis-
charging water into the South China Sea. Over four-
fifths of the delta area is in Vietnam, and the rest is in 
Cambodia. 

The river’s annual flooding shapes the region. Changing 
tides create mounds of sediment in the floodplains, 
sometimes rising to 3 meters above sea level.12 Annual 
silt deposits are so extensive that they can extend the 
shoreline by 80 meters. The natural processes of waves, 
tides, flooding erosion, and sedimentation compose a 
fluid, dynamic landscape, one that humans have also 
shaped and adapted to in their agriculture and settle-
ments over the centuries.

A rich agricultural setting as the rice bowl 
of Vietnam

The combination of nutrient-rich sediment, high banks, 
and good drainage has made the Mekong Delta a prime 
area for cultivation (appendix map A1.1). Early settlers 
lived on the natural levees, next to the riverbank but 
sheltered from floodwaters and close to the agricultural 
lands they cultivated. The fecund paddies allowed two 
to three rice harvests a year.13 By the late 19th century, 
the delta had become Vietnam’s “rice bowl.” From 1880 
to 1930, the area under rice cultivation quadrupled, to 
22,000 square kilometers,14 and Vietnam became the 
world’s second largest rice exporter.
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canals as more cities grew up around them. 

Cities emerged as service hubs for agriculture and 
more recently have aspired to become drivers of eco-
nomic growth. Their early development and relation to 
water were based on intensive rice cultivation, creat-
ing a hybrid form of locale with urban–rural interlinked 
characteristics and differentiated features embedded in 
a unique topological and ecological water landscape. In 
this flood-prone region, cities and towns were built to 
coexist with flooding. Floods are not necessarily a disas-
ter. Properly managed, flooding can improve irrigation, 
soil quality, groundwater, and aquaculture. Accordingly, 
cities in the Mekong Delta region grew to accommodate 
rather than control regular flooding.

Locational factors in economic activities 
and urban resilience

Each city has different soil, land, and water conditions, 
which vary with its location within the delta and affect 
its economy. Long Xuyen and Vinh Long are situated on 
channel bars, which are natural levees surrounding fresh-
water flood basins. Bac Lieu and Soc Trang in the coastal 
area include sand dunes, coastal plains, salt marshes, 
and mangrove swamps and are changing and adapting 
to saline conditions. Ben Tre is at the river mouth, with 
a system of channel bars, back swamps, coastal plains, 
sand spits, sand dunes, and mangrove swamps. Tan An 
is on the channel bar and flood plain of the Vam Co Tay 
river, and Vi Thanh is in the middle flood basin. (See 
appendix 1 for snapshots of the ecological, structural, and 
climate conditions for the seven cities examined.)

These locational and ecological factors shaping agri-
cultural and economic activities are essential to the 
cities’ resilience and adaptation strategies (box 2.1). 
Although local settlements, agriculture, and livelihoods 
once accommodated the Mekong River’s natural flows 
and annual floods, recent industrial transformation and 
accelerated urban development have failed to nurture 
the delta’s ecological assets. As a result, the region is 
even more vulnerable than most river deltas to climate 
change impacts, and the resilience of its cities is in jeop-
ardy. They will be especially affected by rising sea levels 
through saltwater intrusion, storm surges, and coastal 
erosion, while also being heavily exposed to typhoons 
and droughts.20 The interconnections between different 
environmental and climate issues—for example, abstrac-
tion of groundwater for industry and in cities and land 
subsidence, its impact on salinity intrusion and flooding 
due to sea level rise; link between sand-mining for the 
construction industry and decreased sediment load in 
rivers—add to the complexity and vulnerability of cities. 

Demographic, social, and economic trends in the sec-
ondary cities studied yield insights into the broader 
sociological context in which decisions about urban 
growth and planning are being made and are affecting 
city resilience (discussed in chapter 5). This chapter 
focuses on assessing changes in population and social 
trends in the seven cities, based on provincial and city 
data, document research, and consultations with stake-
holders. The analysis highlights the nature of urbaniza-
tion in the Mekong Delta region and the demographic 
and social challenges cities must consider in strength-
ening resilience. 

BOX 2.1  The importance of locational factors in the urban economy

While agriculture continues to dominate production in the Mekong Delta region, products differ based on each city’s 
location. Rice is by far the most important crop in An Giang province (Long Xuyen city), followed by mango and banana, 
while orange and mango, along with rice, are important crops in Hau Giang province (Vi Thanh city). Poultry, cattle, and 
fish are also important. Vegetables are important crops in Ben Tre province (Ben Tre city) and Vinh Long province (Vinh 
Long city). Bac Lieu province’s (Bac Lieu city) fishery sector dominates its agriculture economy. These differences 
reflect the six agro-ecological subregions of the Mekong Delta region, based on distinct geological and hydrological 
conditions. 

These distinctions also affect the seven cities’ trading activities, industrial facilities, and urban landscapes. Ben Tre, 
Long Xuyen, and Tan An, Vinh Long are in the freshwater alluvial zone, characterized by rich alluvial soil with freshwater, 
diverse agricultural activities such as double or triple rice crops, fruit trees, horticulture, and freshwater aquaculture. 
This aqua–agro economic base continues to shape these cities’ urbanization and industrialization processes. Vi Thanh 
is located in the West Hau River eco-agricultural area, whose dense canal system enables irrigated agriculture, leading 
to a predominance of water-intensive crops, such as rice and sugarcane. Bac Lieu and Soc Trang are in the east coastal 
zone, and their economies rely on aquaculture and sea products.

Source: Study team, 2020.



Why the Mekong Delta’s provincial capital 
cities have not matched their social gains 
with rapid economic or population growth

Although the seven provincial capitals have made large social development gains, their economic 
growth rates are low, and their GDPs are small as shares of provincial GDP. Lacking in skill 
development and income opportunities, they face low population growth and a consequent lack 
of domestic revenues for investment. Poverty in these seven cities fell steadily over 2010–2015 
(tracking national trends), and school enrollments and health infrastructure indicators are good. 
But economic growth is slowing—and outmigration is high, indicating that for many people they 
serve as mere way-stations to Vietnam’s larger urban economic powerhouses.

Photo: Thijs Degenkamp on Unsplash
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	● The Mekong Delta region’s 
provincial capital cities have 
made substantial gains in 
poverty reduction and the 
provision of health and 
educational services. The 
percentage of people below the 
poverty line steadily declined 
over 2010–2015 and was in the 
range of 0.78%–2.81% in 2015.

	● However, annual average 
urbanization growth of the 
seven cities has been very low, 
at less than 1% in most cities 
over 2010–2015, well below the 
national rate of 3%.

	● Despite steady economic growth 
in the secondary cities, GDP 
is small and growth is slow. 
In 2015, Long Xuyen had the 
highest GDP of the seven cities 
studied, and Vi Thanh had the 
lowest.

	● Outmigration from the seven 
cities is high, averaging 3.9%–
11.5% for the urban population 
in 2015, reflecting the economic 
pull of Ho Chi Minh City and 
Can Tho.

	● Inadequate job creation and 
skill development are important 
constraints and contribute to 
high outmigration. With lower 
economic growth rates than the 
larger cities, secondary cites 
offer less attractive employment 
and income opportunities.

KEY POINTS
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A national rural–urban transformation

Vietnam has urbanized rapidly over the past three 
decades after a slow start in the first decade after the 
war and unification of the country (figure 3.1). The 
urban share of the population was low and rose very 
slowly initially, from 18.8% (9 million of a population of 
48 million) in 1975 to just 19.6% (11.5 million of 59 million) 
in 1985, at the start of the doi moi structural reforms of 
the economy. The urban share then rose rapidly, with 
the loosening of migration controls and significant 
improvements in infrastructure and service delivery, to 
26.4% (22 million of 85 million) in 2005 and 34.5% (32 
million of 92.7 million) in 2016.21

Urbanization has played an important role in economic 
growth (see chapter 4) and poverty reduction. Vietnam’s 
per capita GDP tripled from $560 in 2004 to about $1,800 
in 2014 (see figure 3.1). The share of people living in pov-
erty dropped from 60% in the 1990s to 13.5% in 2014.22

Until independence, urban and industrial expansion took 
place primarily in three independent colonial regions 
centered around Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City (Saigon), and 
Hue. Currently, most urban growth is taking place in the 
largest cities of Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, followed 
by Hai Phong, Da Nang, and Can Tho. About 35%–40% 
of the urban population resides in secondary cities.23 
Hue, the old imperial capital and currently a provincial 
capital city, remains an important historic and cultural 
destination.24

Urban population and growth nationally

The Mekong Delta region is the third most populous 
and urbanized of Vietnam’s six regions (figure 3.2). It 
is fourth in geographic area (see figure 3.2), population 
growth, and urban population growth (figure 3.3). 

The seven cities examined in this report are the capi-
tal cities of their respective provinces (see map 1 in the 
executive summary). Bac Lieu and Long Xuyen are class 
II cities, and Ben Tre, Soc Trang, Tan An, Vinh Long, and 
Vi Thanh are class III cities.25 The classification system 
for cities is based primarily on population size, density, 
infrastructure availability, and economic activity of the 
city; it is modified by the Ministry of Construction from 
time to time. The administrative boundaries of the cit-
ies vary from 65 square kilometers to 175 square kilome-
ters, and their population in 2014 ranged from 75,000 
to 281,000 (appendix table A2.1). Their annual average 
urbanization growth rate has been very low, at 0.3%–1.1% 
over 2010–2015, below the national rate of 3%. 

The populations of the seven cities constituted 9%–17% of 
their respective provincial populations (figure 3.4). Each 
province also has other smaller towns, townships, and 
wards classified as urban. The cities also encompass rural 
communes, home to rural populations engaged in agricul-
ture, within their official boundaries. These rural popula-
tions constitute 5%–10% of the cities’ population.
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FIGURE 3.1 Population and GDP growth in Vietnam accelerated after the mid-1980s

Source: Study team, 2020, based on World Bank Open Data (https://data.worldbank.org). 
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FIGURE 3.3 The Mekong Delta region ranked fourth in urban population growth rate among  
Vietnam’s six regions, 2005–2015

Impressive achievements in poverty 
reduction and service delivery

The seven cities in the Mekong Delta region have achieved 
impressive social development gains. The percentage of peo-
ple below the poverty line steadily declined over 2010–2015 
and was in the range of 0.78%–2.81% in 2015 (figure 3.5).

Education and health indicators are also excellent in the 
secondary cities, as they are nationally, reflecting the belief 

that a literate, educated, and healthy population is import-
ant for a robust economy. All but two of the cities achieved 
universal education in 2010, and annual enrollment rates 
for primary, secondary, and high school have remained 
consistently high (figure 3.6). 

Health facilities and access to health insurance have 
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increased steadily across the seven cities. By 
2015, the proportion of health clinics staffed 
by doctors had reached 100% in three of the 
seven cities and ranged from 50% to 76% 
in three more (figure 3.7). Standards in the 
health centers remained consistently high 
across cities and provinces. The number 
of rural communes within the cities with 
health centers also increased. Health insur-
ance rates are high, from 70% to 90.5% in 
2015. 

Population growth rates 
are low, largely because of 
outmigration

Population in the seven cities is growing at 
a very slow annual rate of 1.0% (appendix 
table A2.2), well below the national urban growth of 3%. 
Population growth is slow despite a robust annual birth 
rate of 11%–17% over the period 2010–2015 and a strong nat-
ural growth rate of the urban population during the same 
period (appendix table A2.2). The slow population growth 
has serious implications for how cities plan for infrastruc-
ture and service delivery.

The Mekong Delta region is the third most densely popu-
lated region in Vietnam, with a population density of 433 
people per square kilometer. Despite that, population den-
sity in the seven cities is lower than in larger cities such as 
Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi and in secondary cities else-
where in the world.26 

Secondary cities are way-stations, not final 
destinations 

Outmigration from the seven cities is high, averaging 3.9%–
11.5% for the urban population in 2015. The high rate is a 
reflection of the economic pull of Ho Chi Minh City and, 
more recently, Can Tho. Many young residents from other 
rural areas come to secondary cities to pursue their basic 
education before moving on in search of higher-income 
jobs and greater economic opportunities. Secondary cities 
are thus economic way-stations for the younger educated 
labor force, where the work “destination” is most often Ho 
Chi Minh City (designated a “national city” in 2004).27

FIGURE 3.4  The seven cities have low shares of their province’s population, 2015

2,500,000

2,000,000

1,500,000

1,000,000

500,000

0

20.00

18.00

16.00

14.00

12.00

10.00

8.00

6.00

4.00

2.00

0.00

N
um

be
r 

of
 p

eo
pl

e

n City population       n Provincial population       n City population as share of provincial population (%)

Bac Lieu 
city

Ben Tre
city

Long
Xuyen city

Soc Trang
city

Tan An
city

Vi Thanh
city

Vinh Long
city

Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from city socio-economic development plans for 2010–2015 and provincial statistical handbooks for 2015. 

FIGURE 3.5  Poverty in the seven cities is low, 2015 
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FIGURE 3.6  School enrollment rates in the seven cities are high, 2015

Migration to cities outside the delta has severe repercus-
sions for the economic sustainability of the region’s sec-
ondary cities. While birth rates are high, the net popula-
tion growth rate is very low, at less than 1% in most cities, 
a reflection not of high mortality rates but of high out-
migration (see appendix table A2.2). Factors influencing 

outmigration need to be better understood so that cit-
ies and provinces can develop appropriate strategies to 
reverse the trend.28 One option is to invest in high-skilled 
job opportunities in the seven cities to attract and retain 
young professionals.
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FIGURE 3.7  Health infrastructure indicators in the seven cities are good, 2015
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Economic growth and employment will 
depend chiefly on agricultural modernization

Growth trends and patterns reflect planning priorities that have not worked and that urgently 
require reassessment. The secondary cities are likely to thrive through resilient agricultural 
development, rather than industrial development. Yet past plans have tended to reflect a national 
government assumption that rapid industrialization will attract more people to cities and will 
transform urban and regional economies. But this approach has yielded neither rapid economic 
growth nor rapid population growth. New industrial zones have less than 30% occupancy, while 
services remain largely linked to agriculture—a sector for which other necessary infrastructure is 
lacking or neglected. 

Photo: Duong Hoang Dinh / Shutterstock.com
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	● GDP growth rates in the seven 
provinces considered declined 
between 2010 and 2015. Growth 
of agricultural GDP in the 
provinces also declined, from 
a range of 6%– 38% in 2010 to 
1%–6% in 2015. 

	● Secondary cities and their 
provinces will continue 
to remain dependent on 
agriculture and agricultural 
employment in the medium 
term.

	● In 2015, just 8.3 % of laborers 
in all economic sectors were 
in urban locations, but their 
contribution to GDP was 
25.1%, reflecting the higher 
productivity of these jobs.

	● The small contribution of 
cities to provincial economies 
and their slowing economic 
growth rates require them to 
rely heavily on national and 
provincial transfers, a situation 
that is not sustainable. 

	● City budget expenditures lagged 
behind revenues consistently 
over 2010–2015, and revenue 
growth, including national and 
provincial transfers, outpaced 
expenditure growth.

KEY POINTS

  ::  33
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urbanization of jobs is not occurring consistently across 
the provinces and that some are not generating urban 
jobs that are more productive than agriculture. In 2015, 
just 8.3 % of total laborers in all economic sectors were 
in urban locations, but their contribution to GDP was 
25.1 %, reflecting the higher productivity of these jobs. 

Underemployment and unemployment 
are high

Job creation, skill development, and training are needed 
to boost economic development in the cities and prov-
inces. Underemployment and unemployment hold back 
economic growth and contribute to outmigration. They 
also affect the cities’ economic, social, financial, and 
physical planning. 

By 2015, unemployment in the urban areas of these seven 
cities was 3.4%–5% of the working population. In the 
Mekong Delta provinces, underemployment was 8.5%–
12%.30 These unemployed and underemployed workers 
face economic hardship and make a limited contribution 
to the productive economy. They are also more exposed 
to risks from shocks to the economy, whether from eco-
nomic downturns or climate-related disasters. 

Vocational training is inadequate, poor in quality, and 
fails to meet demand. Human development opportuni-
ties are even more limited outside urban areas, where 
they are most needed, as in agricultural training. In addi-
tion, the skill mix of workers remains a concern, espe-
cially the dearth of professional qualifications. 

Both cities and provinces need to upgrade and expand 
skill building and vocational education programs. These 

Opportunities for skill development are few. Despite 
some revenue growth, city finances are not sustainable. 
And the small size and narrow base of economic activi-
ties make cities especially vulnerable to climate-related 
economic shocks. Especially given their low urban pop-
ulation growth, the provinces of the Mekong Delta will 
remain tied for the near future to agricultural employ-
ment. Now is the time for urban and regional develop-
ment plans to embrace this reality.

The prosperity of secondary cities in the Mekong Delta 
region will depend heavily on agricultural moderniza-
tion. At 67%–81% in 2010 and 59%–81% in 2015, agricul-
tural employment in the provinces remains high, which 
is also reflected in the low population growth rate in 
the provincial urban centers (figure 4.1).29 The second-
ary cities and their provinces will continue to depend on 
agriculture and agricultural employment in the medium 
term. Thus, improving productivity and value addition 
in the agricultural sector will benefit a larger workforce, 
contribute to expanding and improving agro-based food 
processing industries in secondary cities, create new 
employment opportunities and potentially demand for 
higher skilled jobs and urban services. The impact on 
female labor would need to be adequately assessed. 

The working age population (15 years and older) in the 
seven Mekong Delta provinces in 2015 ranged from 52% 
of the population (Soc Trang) to 61% (Ben Tre). The 
share in agriculture, forestry, and fisheries ranged from 
59% (Long An) to 80% (Soc Trang). Between 2010 and 
2015, the share of the working age population engaged 
in agriculture fell 8% in Hau Giang Province, while rising 
3% in Bac Lieu Province. This variation indicates that the 

FIGURE 4.1 	The share of the provincial workforce in agriculture is high, 2010 and 2015
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programs should be aligned with economic growth strat-
egies that seek to attract and retain higher-value local 
jobs that will induce higher-skilled workers to move to 
or remain in the secondary cities. 

Economic growth at provincial and city 
levels is slowing, and secondary cities’ 
contribution to provincial economies is 
volatile

While per capita regional GDP has been growing steadily, 
the growth rate has been slower in the last few years, 
reflecting the slower overall growth rate of the regional 
economy. Of Vietnam’s six regions, the Mekong Delta 
region is the fourth largest in geographic size. Although 
its GDP of $34.6 billion (8.04 billion dong)31 was the 
second lowest in 2016, its robust GDP growth rate was 
third highest after that of the Northern Midlands and 
Mountain Areas and North Central and Central Coastal 
Regions (appendix table A2.3). The contribution of the 
largest city to the region’s GDP is lowest in the Mekong 
Delta region, but rural areas and agriculture make a 
strong contribution.

GDP in the Mekong Delta region provinces rose between 
2010 and 2015 (appendix table A2.4). Long An had the 
highest provincial GDP in 2015 ($3.22 billion) and Bac 
Lieu the lowest ($1.17 billion). And GDP growth has 
been volatile and declining in all provinces except Vinh 
Long, whose GDP growth rate held steady at 6%–8% 
over 2010–2015 (appendix table A2.5). GDP growth rates 
declined across the provinces, from a range of 8%–37% 
for 2010–2011 to 5%–15% for 2014–2015. 

City GDP also rose from 2010 to 2015 (appendix table 
A2.6). Long Xuyen had the highest GDP in 2015 ($1.17 bil-
lion), and Vi Thanh the lowest ($298 million). As in the 
provinces, city GDP growth rates were volatile and slowed 
from 2010 to 2015, from a range of 18%–106% for 2010–2011 
to 10%–19% for 2014–2015 (appendix table A2.7). 

The small contribution of cities to provincial economies 
and their slowing economic growth rates have required 
them to rely heavily on national and provincial transfers, 
a situation that is not sustainable. 

Services and agriculture make the largest 
contribution to provincial and urban 
employment and economic growth in a 
majority of the provinces considered

Except in Long An and Bac Lieu provinces, services 
made the largest contribution to provincial GDP in 2015, 

followed by agriculture (appendix table A2.8). Services 
accounted for an average of 41% of provincial GDP, agri-
culture for 34%, and industry and construction for 25%. 
As services become an important part of provincial econ-
omies, many are closely associated with agriculture.32

In cities, except for Ben Tre and Tan An, services also 
contributed the most to GDP, followed by industry and 
construction (appendix table A2.9). While agriculture 
still has a significant contribution to the provincial econ-
omy, the contribution of industry and construction and 
services is higher in all cases. Other than Ben Tre City 
and Tan An City, the contribution of services to city GDP 
is higher than that of industry and construction.

The rate of growth of agricultural GDP in the provinces 
has been declining, from a range of 6% to 38% in 2010 to 
1% to 6% in 2015 (appendix table A2.10). Over the same 
period, the contribution of industry and construction 
to provincial GDP has been increasing (appendix table 
A2.11). Industrial production across the provinces grew 
from $1.34 billion (31,144 billion dong) in 2010 (excluding 
Bac Lieu province) to $3.18 billion (73,914 billion dong) in 
2015. City economies represent no more than 13%–51% of 
the total production value of their provinces.

Locational factors (such as proximity to ports, loca-
tion in a freshwater zone, or proximity to Ho Chi Minh 
City) also shape the potential of urban economies. For 
instance, Long An Province benefits from backward 
industrial linkages due to its close proximity to Ho Chi 
Minh City. This contributes to the large industrial GDP 
generated in Long An (see appendix table A2.11; also see 
box 2.1 in chapter 2).

Several factors constrain industry and 
service development 

Industrial development is still at a nascent stage in 
most provinces and cities of the Mekong Delta region. 
Industrial production growth rates in the seven cities 
have been slower than projected for all cities and prov-
inces in the region (see appendix table A2.11). 

While vast industrial zones have been developed at the 
outskirts of the secondary cities in all seven provinces, 
fewer than 30% of them are fully developed and occu-
pied. Economic development strategies and policies for 
attracting foreign direct investment have not worked 
as expected. The economic development model has 
not built on the comparative advantages of the natural 
resource endowments and the location of cities (chap-
ter 2) in one of the most productive regions for an aqua–
agro–forestry based economy. 
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In the seven secondary cities, industrial enterprises 
struggle for a number of reasons, including low overall 
industrial development, the small scale of production, 
the low quality of products (especially some fruit and 
fish products), and the inadequate access to internal 
and external markets. Outdated production technologies 
and low quality reduce the competitiveness of industrial 
products, while new technical barriers, including higher 
standards and antidumping duties, make it harder for 
companies to enter export markets. Expansion in the 
regional market has also been difficult, in part because 
of the falling incomes and purchasing power of local cus-
tomers over the past few years. Credit for capital invest-
ment has been hard to come by, and strikes and environ-
mental pollution have further hampered the industrial 
investment environment.

Training systems need to be modernized and better bal-
anced between vocational education and upper second-
ary education based on market requirements. Vocational 
training in developing small production business is 
needed to help poor households move out of poverty 
and become sustainable.

Inadequate infrastructure is another serious constraint. 
The road network needs improvement, especially for 
last-mile connections and greater traffic safety. In many 
industrial zones and cities, the electrical grid has not 
kept up with demand, and electricity prices are high.33 
Investments in roads, land development, offices and 
public facilities should be evaluated using cost–benefit 
analysis. Investment resources need to be targeted to 
attract more commercially productive capital. 

The service sectors in the seven cities are small and 
scattered. The proportion of modern services—finance, 
credit, consultancy, science, and technology—is low,34 
driven mainly by trading activities. Social infrastruc-
ture—such as hospitals, schools, and housing—manages 
to meet basic needs but does not attract new industry, 
workers, and tourists. Tourism development is not com-
mensurate with the potential of the region. Education 
and training opportunities are limited. 

A rising share of services in the seven cities’ GDP and 
a declining share of agriculture and industry is aligned 
with the Socio-Economic Development Plan 2010–2015 
but is slower than projected. Factors contributing to the 
rapid reduction in the growth of agricultural production 
and the slowdown of industrial production need to be 
better understood.

City finances are not sustainable

The seven secondary cities and their provinces receive 
substantial financial support from the national govern-
ment, and cities receive considerable support from pro-
vincial governments (appendix tables A2.12–A2.14). 
Domestic revenues (taxes and charges collected by the 
cities) have grown slowly, and national and provincial 
governments have been subsidizing operation and main-
tenance costs in particular (see appendix table A2.12). 

City and provincial budgets are managed according to 
State Budget Law 2015. The degree of budget decentral-
ization to the cities, which is determined by the province, 
is low in most of the seven cities. All borrowing is con-
ducted at the provincial level. Total city revenue (invest-
ment capital plus budget revenue) in 2015 was $300 
million (6,863 billion dong). Of that, taxes and charges 
collected by the city (domestic revenues) accounted for 
just 17%–29%. 

Although there have been incremental improvements, 
city budget expenditures lagged behind revenues con-
sistently over 2010–2015, and revenue growth, includ-
ing national and provincial transfers, outpaced expendi-
ture growth, even though expenditures have increased 
considerably in both cities and provinces. City budget 
expenditures rose from a low of $5.6 million (131 billion 
dong) in 2010 to a high of $9.8 million (229 billion dong) 
in Ben Tre in 2015, and at the high end, from $11.4 million 
(265 billion dong) in Vinh Long in 2010 to $36.8 million 
(855 billion dong) in Long Xuyen in 2015 (see appendix 
table A2.14). At the provincial level, Long An’s expendi-
tures went from $361 million (8,387 billion dong) in 2010 
to $606 million (14,100 billion dong) in 2015 (see appen-
dix table A2.13). With population growth low during the 
period, city and province per capita expenditures rose 
strongly, revealing increasing expenditure capacity. The 
rising expenditures on infrastructure are not necessarily 
commensurate with the level of demand from residents. 

While in most cities and provinces, domestic revenue is 
rising, it is not rising as fast as total (operating) expendi-
ture needs emanating from the new infrastructure being 
built and services provided. This imbalance, leading to 
uncertainty about the financing of urban basic services, 
increased reliance on provincial support for city ser-
vices. This needs to be corrected over the medium term 
to ensure the sustainability of public services. 
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Cities are vulnerable to economic and 
natural shocks

Despite good economic growth rates and rising shares 
of services and industrial output in total output, eco-
nomic growth in the Mekong Delta cities has lagged 
behind planned and projected economic growth in 
socio-economic development plans. The cities’ small 
size and narrow base of economic activities make them 
especially vulnerable to economic shocks arising out of 
climate change-related extreme events, such as floods, 
and droughts. It took many years, for example, for Hau 
Gang to recover from a single extreme weather event, a 
drought in 2012 (figure 4.2). The drought led to lower 
agricultural production in the province, thereby affect-
ing agricultural labor. It also contributed to several years 
of low production in the food processing industry, which 
in turn led to loss of industrial jobs, making it difficult 
for the firms to recover for an extended period.

Severe and widespread droughts threaten the Delta and 
its cities anew. The 2016 drought that saw the Mekong 
River at its lowest level since 2016, compelled many farm-
ers to leave the Delta for other regions of the country, 
hurting the area’s agro-economic backbone.35 In 2020, 
five of the Mekong Delta’s provinces declared states of 
emergency in response to extreme drought and salin-
ity conditions, damaging thousands of hectares of rice 
fields and forcing city dwellers, like those in Ben Tre, to 
find alternative sources of fresh drinking water at high 
costs after salt entered its piped water system (appen-
dix map A1.2).36 Extreme events such as these jeopar-
dize well-being of urban and rural communities, under-
mine services and reverberate throughout the delta and 
its cities. 

FIGURE 4.2 	Vi Thanh’s GDP growth rate declined steeply during and after the 
2012 drought

Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from City Statistical Handbook 2015. 
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A detailed analysis of urban and master planning processes—including land use plans and 
infrastructure plans—confirms the need to revisit these processes and the priorities that shape them. 
New plans should be based on data, aligned to demand and comparative advantage, and coordinated 
to produce synergies through efficient regional networks. In the Mekong Delta (as elsewhere), master 
plans that are aspirational and rooted in technocratic standards and disconnected from data and 
context have produced sprawling and inefficient cities. To overcome this legacy and boost economic 
growth while building climate resilience, the region’s provincial capital cities will need to invest in 
risk-informed urban planning, improve management of its naturalresources, ensure resources, ensure 
the long-term sustainability of services, and target infrastructure investments that are demand driven 
and based on collaboration with the region’s cities. 

What secondary cities need: Data-driven  
planning for resilient, networked 
development

Photo: VN STOCK.
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5
	● Designing transportation 
infrastructure based on travel 
demand, not aspirations, will 
contribute to more efficient 
and climate-resilient urban 
development.

	● Urban planning is based on 
technocratic standards and not 
sufficiently grounded in local 
realities. Climate-related risks 
are undermining the provision 
of services such as drinking 
water supply. 

	● Sustainable, climate-
sensitive urban planning and 
management require improved 
data and citywide mapping of 
natural hazards. By integrating 
infrastructure and land use 
in data-driven mapping 
and analysis platforms, the 
government should transform 
urban planning to an approach 
that is risk informed and that 
treats a city’s infrastructure as 
interconnected systems.

	● Sprawling urban development is 
supported by city master plans 
that encourage low-rise, low-
density development. 

	● Urban expansion, 
industrialization, and low-
rise, low-density development 
in secondary cities are 
encroaching on natural habitats, 
wetlands, and agriculturally 
productive areas, exacerbating 
their vulnerability to flooding 
and climate risks.

	● Secondary cities have strong 
incentives to move up the 
classification ladder, as higher-
class cities enjoy greater 
recognition and larger shares 
of state financial resources. 
They have made extensive 
infrastructure investments, 
such as in industrial zones 
that are underused, without 
gathering evidence on demand. 
Support for these efforts from 
line ministries often means 
that provinces are competing 
with one another to build 
similar projects. The existing 
incentives for cities to make 
investments to achieve higher 
tier status are clearly having 
perverse outcomes and need to 
be addressed urgently.

KEY POINTS

::  39
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Urban development has resulted in 
low-density, low-rise city centers with 
sprawling urban fringes

Over the past 30 years, since the introduction of the 
doi moi reforms in 1985 and the shift to a market econ-
omy, migration from rural to urban areas has acceler-
ated. In provincial capital cities, the migration resulted 
in unplanned densification through land subdivision 
and mixed-use development around the city centers. 
Densification has benefits, since it creates compact 
urban spaces and intensifies economic activity, with a 

diversity of uses. But it also increases traffic congestion, 
strains infrastructure, and fails to sufficiently build pub-
lic and community spaces. 

At the same time urban cores were densifying, city 
fringes were urbanizing, with both scattered and rib-
bon-based development fanning out in all directions 
from the urban core to rural areas along national and 
provincial roads. This led to urban sprawl and inefficient 
use of space outside the urban core and increased pol-
lution and traffic congestion. Examples are visible in all 
seven cities (see maps 5.1–5.3 for examples). 

MAP 5.1 	 Ben Tre: Existing urban extension in 2016 and master plan to 2025 at the same scale

MAP 5.2 	 Long Xuyen: Existing urban extension in 2016 and master plans to 2025 and 2030 at the same scale

Google satellite image, 2016

Google satellite image, 2016 Master plan to 2025

Master plan to 2025

Master plan to 2030

Source: Based on Google satellite images and city master plan. 

Source: Based on Google satellite images and city master plan. 
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In Long Xuyen, development followed the Hau river 
bank and National Road No 91 (see map 5.2). While the 
city has a distinct urban core, the emergence of aqua–
agro based industrial facilities along the Hau river and 
the connection to the major Thot Not port of Can Tho 
have accelerated urban sprawl. In Vinh Long, the urban 
footprint has fragmented along road extensions to the 
west, south, southeast, and east, creating small frag-
mented manufacturing centers (see map 5.3). While Soc 
Trang’s development and future plans are different from 
other cities’ in being concentrically organized around 
ring roads, they are similar in encroaching on produc-
tive agricultural land and conforming poorly to the city’s 
geography and spatial identity. 

In Tan An, for example, urban development is strongly 
affected by the urbanization and industrialization in 
the region around Ho Chi Minh City, which is about 40 
kilometers to the north. Tan An, spread over 80 square 
kilometers, has scattered developments along the urban 
fringe that extended beyond the Bao Dinh River and to 
the south in the 1990s and then north beyond the Vam 
Co Tay River in early 2000. The road-based ribbon devel-
opment typical of the region spread from the urban core 
to rural areas in all directions, particularly along National 
Route 1A to Ho Chi Minh City. The city created a new 
1 square kilometer industrial estate near the old army 
airport to the west, about 20 kilometers from the cen-
ter, accelerating urban sprawl. In a similar development 
pattern, Vi Thanh’s master plan projects road-based 

extensions to the east to link proposed industrial cen-
ters in the peripheries with core urban areas. 

City master plans are more aspirational 
than demand driven 

Sprawling urban development is supported by city master 
plans that encourage low-rise, low-density development.37 

Several Mekong Delta region cities that are currently classi-
fied as class III have been identified by the central govern-
ment as rising to class II in the future.38 Cities have strong 
incentives to move up the classification ladder, as high-
er-class cities enjoy greater recognition and larger shares 
of state financial resources.39 Qualifying as a class II city 
involves meeting requirements for population, popula-
tion density, labor distribution, and socio-economic infra-
structure.40 In striving to become class II cities, class III 
cities often make aspirational infrastructure and industrial 
investments that fit class II criteria without adequately 
considering local demographic changes and the needs of 
their current population. 

Master plans assume high population growth and a com-
mensurate need for infrastructure development and 
urban expansion. But populations in the secondary cities 
are not increasing at the rate city master plans forecast. 
For instance, Bac Lieu’s master plan, prepared in accor-
dance with physical and spatial norms and standards 
determined by the Ministry of Construction, does not 
appear to be based on a systematic assessment of local 

MAP 5.3 	 Vinh Long: Existing urban extension in 2016 and master plan to 2025 at the same scale

Source: Based on Google satellite images and city master plan. 
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needs and realities. It proposes increasing the urbanized 
area from 19 square kilometers in 2012 to 29 square kilo-
meters by 2020 and nearly 50 square kilometers by 2030, 
even though current annual population growth is only 
about 2.3% (box 5.1 offers other examples of this discon-
nect). Furthermore, the link between land use and trans-
port is not well understood or taken into account. Sectoral 
master plans such as transport plans are not prepared in 
concert with urban and land use plans. Accessibility is not 

considered in decisions for locating new developments.

Urban expansion has resulted in the loss 
of productive agricultural land

Urban expansion, industrialization, and low-rise, low- 
density development in secondary cities are encroaching 
on agriculturally productive areas around them (maps 
5.4 and 5.5). 

BOX 5.1 	 Disconnect between urban expansion planning and population growth in secondary cities in the 
Mekong Delta region

Compact urban development is not a priority in the secondary cities of the Mekong Delta. Ben Tre, the capital of 
Ben Tre province, was elevated to class III status in 2007. Its population growth rate over 2010–2014 was a meager 
0.3% annually, with a population of 120,214 in 2014—far below what the city assumes in its master plan to become 
a class II city by 2020, reaching the improbable population of 200,000. 

In Vinh Long City, the built-up area in 2010 was 2,072 hectares, yielding gross density of 50 persons per hectare, 
while the total urban area covered by the master plan is 4,800 hectares, representing an increase 2.4 times the 
projected population increase, which is proceeding at about 1 percent a year. The proposal to expand the urban 
area 2.4 times, with a similar increase in infrastructure, will create high costs for acquiring land, constructing, 
roads, and connecting utility networks to the formerly rural settlements. Vinh Long’s master plan is aspirational, 
not based on reasonable population and employment data and growth forecasts. 

Source: Based on data from city master plans. Source: Study team, 2020.

MAP 5.4 	Planned urban extension and infrastructure and the loss of productive agricultural land around Tan 
An, Vi Thanh, and Vinh Long in master plans for 2030

  

 

Tan An

Vinh Long

Vi Tanh

 City boundary    

  Built-up areas    

  Planned urban areas

Source: Based on data from master plans for 2030 and Google satellite 
imagery, 2016.
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 City boundary      Built-up areas      Planned urban areas      Existing and urban extension      New roads      

Source: Based on data from master plans for 2030 and Google satellite imagery, 2016.

MAP 5.5 	Planned urban extension and infrastructure and the loss of productive agricultural land 
around Bac Lieu, Ben Tre, and Soc Trang in master plans for 2030
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City economic and master plan strategies, designs, and 
projections fail to consider the specific subzonal char-
acteristics of the delta in which the city is located. The 
unique topology of the Mekong Delta has been evolving 
for millions of years and continues to transform itself 
today (map 5.6). The evolution has shaped topography, 
ecology, soils and land form, and water regimes across 
the delta. Specific conditions depend on a city’s location 
(map 5.7). Current urbanization and planning do not 
take this local hydrology and topology into account.41 
Further, some common but unregulated practices 
related to urbanization—such as construction work, 
mining sand for leveling land for urban expansion, and 
transporting exports on the Hau River in Long Xuyen—
have disrupted water ecosystems, increasing the risk of 
flooding and erosion. 

Extensive, unplanned urban expansion in the Mekong 
Delta region is transforming productive, water-retaining 
farmland into built-up hardscape areas, stressing urban 
drainage systems, increasing the cost of building and 
maintaining roads and utilities, and increasing green-
house gas emissions, which Vietnam has committed to 
reducing.42 Throughout the region, low-density urban 
development is supplanting natural, wetland, and farm-
land areas, destroying natural habitats and wetlands and 

making cities vulnerable to climate risks (see maps 5.4 
and 5.5).

Consider Bac Lieu, whose surrounding agricultural land 
has long buffered the city from the coast, 10 kilome-
ters away. Its master plan proposes further extending 
already large and growing urban expansions along the 
main road to the coast, as well as along a new ring road, 
destroying productive agricultural land in the process. 
Coastal and tourism development are taking precedence 
over disaster risk reduction and environmental sustain-
ability. Even more disturbing, Vinh Long’s master plan 
proposes increasing the urban built-up area by nearly 2.5 
times in just 10 years, intensifying the ribbon develop-
ments to the south and eating away further at the agri-
cultural land between them (see map 5.4). These new 
urban development patterns, which irreparably damage 
natural and agricultural areas, now prevail throughout 
the Mekong Delta.

The dispersed, low-density development called for in 
the master plans requires bringing in large quantities 
of earth to raise buildings and roads above flood lev-
els. This infill material has increasingly been obtained 
by dredging river and canal beds for sand. To offset the 
risk of sand mining to vulnerable embankments, dredg-
ing has moved downstream, lowering the riverbed near 

MAP 5.6 	Geological map of the Mekong Delta region, 2015 

Source: Adapted from http://icem.com.au/DELTA/.

 

http://icem.com.au/DELTA/
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the coast and increasing the salinization of coastal land. 
So, ambitious and environmentally inappropriate plans 
to expand urban areas are increasing disaster risks for 
the whole region. 

City master plans are based on 
technocratic standards disconnected 
from the urban context 

City master plans are commonly prepared by the plan-
ning institute of the Ministry of Construction and con-
sultants based outside the cities. While the plans con-
form to the ministry’s technical requirements and 
standards for public and road layout, open spaces, and 
other physical and spatial features, they do not neces-
sary reflect best practices in local land use and urban 
development or build on the unique competitive advan-
tage each city has due to its location and natural assets. 
Nor do they consider the social, economic, or environ-
mental implications for the city. City master plans pro-
vide for large public spaces and circulation that overlook 
the economic costs and environmental impacts of such 
grand-scale planning. In some cases, roads, sidewalks, 
and other rights of way consume far more land than 
required for efficient transport of people and goods.

In the past 10 years, many large new residential devel-
opments have used standardized planning criteria based 
on national guidelines. Regardless of the local context, 
these projects apply urban grids, zoning patterns, green 
spaces, housing typologies, public architecture, design 
of public spaces, and construction materials that are 
similar in appearance across the region. 

In recent years, many secondary cities in the Mekong 
Delta region have become hosts to large administrative 
center projects that typically include provincial gov-
ernment buildings, communist party buildings, large 
squares for public events and festivals, and cultural or 
sports arenas. Such projects are generally low-density 
developments spread across wide, gridded street net-
works. Often, distortions are exacerbated by the desire 
of municipal governments to move up the official urban 
classification scale, which drives urban expansion much 
faster than slow population increases can justify. 

An exception to the low-rise, low-density urban devel-
opment is the construction of multistory social housing 
developments for low-income people. Another is the use 
of dwellings for home-based economic enterprises, an 
approach that is well recognized in Vietnam for advancing 
economic development across socio-economic groups. 

MAP 5.7 	Eco-agricultural subregions of the Mekong Delta region

Source: Adapted from http://icem.com.au/DELTA/.
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The combination of top-down planning and municipal 
government ambition results in unchecked urban sprawl 
and the conversion of productive, water-retaining agri-
cultural land to unproductive, hard urban spaces—con-
trary to the ideal of advancing green cities with efficient 
mixed land use. Typically, no strategic environmental 
assessments are undertaken to assess the likely impacts 
of urban development on local ecosystems and disas-
ter risk. Master planning needs to consider all the impli-
cations of proposed investment plans for a city’s social 
needs, economic efficiency, and natural environment. 

Transport planning is not sufficiently 
informed by data or demand

In most of the Mekong Delta’s secondary cities, trans-
portation networks are being built without recourse to 
transport data or demand forecasts. For instance, Vinh 
Long’s transport planning process is proceeding with-
out three critical elements: basic transportation data, 
integration with land use planning, and defensible travel 
demand forecasts.43 Data essential for transportation 
planning, such as mode share, vehicle ownership, traffic 
counts, and household spending on transport, are either 
missing or not disaggregated in useful ways. Traffic 
counts and travel surveys have been conducted at the 
province level but not the city level. 

Understanding and adjusting to travel demands in Vinh 
Long is made more difficult by relying on consultants 
from outside the city for travel demand forecast mod-
eling and by the Department of Transportation not ana-
lyzing monthly bus route and trip data from the local 
private bus operator.44 Standard transportation demand 
analysis has not been completed even for major, stra-
tegic transportation investments, including the Vo Van 
Kiet Road, a major new thruway in the city. Without 
robust travel demand forecasts, it is difficult to know 
what carrying capacity new roads need. Instead of 
designing roads sized to meet demand, Vinh Long has 
planned—and in some cases built—the widest possible 
transport corridors. Five years ago, to catalyze develop-
ment, Vinh Long built a section of Vo Van Kim Road with 
three lanes in each direction, a median strip, and two 
side service roads, but no development had taken place 
at the time this report was written.

Oversized infrastructure increases costs (including the 
cost of acquiring and developing land) and emissions, 
encourages inefficient car trips, reduces walkability 
and accessibility, and strains underfunded transporta-
tion infrastructure maintenance budgets.45 Wide, paved 
roads and sidewalks are impermeable to water and 

interfere with hydrological systems by increasing storm-
water runoff and worsening flooding. 

In addition to higher maintenance costs, the extra width 
requires more construction materials, especially con-
crete, which increases greenhouse gas emissions and 
construction costs.46 Furthermore, the roadways reduce 
accessibility and safety since wide roads are more dif-
ficult for pedestrians to cross, especially children, the 
elderly, and people with disabilities. With public budgets 
already strained, Vinh Long may have to find new ways 
to finance infrastructure construction and maintenance, 
including leveraging private sector investment in infra-
structure. This type of supply-driven transport planning 
is occurring in other cities (box 5.2).

Transportation-related emissions, making up 13% of 
Vietnam’s greenhouse gas emissions in 2010, are fore-
cast to nearly triple by 2030. This growth is at odds with 
the national government’s target of reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions by 8% of the 2010 baseline by 2020. The 
transport sector is critical for meeting this goal. But 
most secondary cities do not monitor vehicle emissions 
or aim explicitly to reduce them.47 

The Mekong Delta’s inland waterway network of rivers 
and canals provides good transportation connections 
throughout the region. The Department of Transportation 
maintains that the inland waterway network operates 
below capacity, in part because of low-clearance bridges, a 
lack of public terminals for loading and unloading goods, 
and poor intermodal connections between the waterways 
and roads.48 If waterway transit could become convenient, 

BOX 5.2  Supply-side transport planning in 
Tan An

In Tan An, as in Vinh Long, land use plans are more 
aspirational than grounded in demand forecasts. 
Furthermore, the link between land use and 
transportation in the city is poorly understood. 
No travel demand analysis has been conducted for 
strategic transportation investments, including 
the proposed six-lane ring road 6 kilometers 
from the center of the city. Instead of focusing 
on buses and bicycles, which would provide new 
mobility options, especially for low- and middle-
income residents, the local transportation plan 
prioritizes motorcycles. Collecting and analyzing 
more data and considering more transportation 
options would help city officials weigh demand 
for transportation options according to their 
impact on carbon emissions and climate change. 

Source: Study team, 2020.
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comfortable, quick, and affordable, it would provide an 
attractive alternative for travelers and traders. Increased 
waterway travel would also improve road safety, protect 
the waterways’ cultural heritage, and strengthen sus-
tainability by reducing air pollution and greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

The development strategies of the secondary cities need 
to be fully coordinated with infrastructure that is man-
aged by national ministries. Network infrastructure like 
roads and waterways has to be planned in the context 
of hierarchical functionalities and connectivity, so that 
lower tier networks will serve as a collector and dis-
tributor for the higher tier network. MoT needs to fully 
understand the strategies of the provinces and cities 
and incorporate them in the national transport master 
plan for the next decade.

Infrastructure investments are not based 
on demand forecasts

Promoting industrial development and attracting inves-
tors require solid evidence of demand; detailed infor-
mation on local conditions, such as availability of land, 
credit, labor, relevant skills, and construction materials; 
and an understanding of the supply chain and employ-
ment structure at both the city and regional levels. In 
the Mekong Delta region, the lack of such information 
reinforces counterproductive investment decisions to 
replace peripheral agricultural land with underused 
industrial zones. All seven cities studied in this report 
have either already built new industrial zones or pro-
posed them in their master plans. Their motivation is to 
attract investments in order to industrialize the urban 
economy and reduce agriculture’s share, thus moving 
higher in the urban classification scheme and gaining 
access to more state resources. 

Secondary cities in the Mekong Delta region have made 
extensive infrastructure investments without gather-
ing evidence on demand for a range of infrastructure 
such as industrial, transport, water supply, wastewa-
ter, and solid waste management. Support for these 
efforts from line ministries often means that provinces 
compete with one another to build similar projects. For 
example, large industrial and manufacturing zones have 
been built to the north of Tan An, near Ho Chi Minh City, 
yet more than half of them remain vacant, awaiting pri-
vate investment and real estate development.49 Tan An 
has also intensified industrial development within the 
city, adding smaller-scale manufacturing along the Vam 
Co Tay River. Though these efforts have been more suc-
cessful, they have polluted the river, which is the main 

water source for the city and the dense rural settlements 
along it, and are threatening the protective mangrove 
ecosystem downstream. 

Similarly, Ben Tre City’s master plan emphasizes gener-
ating jobs and revenue by building new industrial sites 
away from the urban core, in the eastern periphery. A 
major road links the city center to the proposed indus-
trial location, which is currently agricultural land. There 
is no evidence, however, of any residential or economic 
demand for an industrial expansion of such scale, and 
constructing it would likely fragment the city. 

This kind of industrial expansion is likely to follow the 
same ruinous path as Bac Lieu’s industrial zone, which 
was built on rural land extending from the city to the sea 
but was converted back to agricultural use in the city’s 
2030 master plan, having remained vacant for years. The 
An Nghiep industrial zone outside of Soc Trang claims 
that 90% of its plots are registered, even though occu-
pancy is just 20% and only about 35% is built-up. In Ben 
Tre, Vinh Long, and Vi Thanh, proposed industrial areas, 
planned in urban peripheries that require new road links 
to city centers, need to be better justified through assess-
ments of investor interest and commercial demand.

Only Long Xuyen, the largest of the seven cities and the 
second largest in the region after Can Tho, has success-
fully developed and maintained industrial facilities, for 
aqua- and agroprocessing. Moderate industrial devel-
opment works in Long Xuyen because it emerged natu-
rally as an industrial center for the Mekong Delta region, 
unlike the other cities. 

Provinces set high industrial development targets to 
attract investment, including foreign direct investment. 
Fierce competition for foreign investment in the seafood 
processing industry, including shrimp farming and ani-
mal feed, boosts costs for all provinces. Economic out-
comes are disappointing, especially in the Mekong Delta 
region, with its narrow industrial base (for rice, shrimp, 
textiles, and a handful of other products). 

Fragmentation and redundancy are also noted in other 
types of infrastructure, such as seaports and airports. 
Nine provinces in the region have plans for second-level 
ports, one for a grade 1 port (Can Tho port), and five for 
airports. Each province is also trying to attract invest-
ment in its utilities. The adjacent provinces of Bac Lieu, 
Ca Mau, and Soc Trang all plan to invite firms to set up 
wind power projects. 

Despite considerable commonality of interests in the 
industrial opportunities provinces are promoting, they 
are acting unilaterally instead of strengthening regional 
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economic networks and agglomeration. Each province 
has created a business promotion office in its department 
of planning and investment with little or no strategic con-
sideration of each city’s special value, thus setting up 
competition between provinces for similar investments. 

Provinces would do better by working together region-
ally to build on economic realities and meet aggregate 
demand in a way that protects the natural environment. 
With support from national government agencies, prov-
inces could cooperate to develop investment opportu-
nities in each province that build on each one’s com-
parative advantage. Consolidating opportunities for 
similar investments across provinces and cities could 
create stronger investment cases attractive to larger 
private firms. To assign different roles to the cities and 
enable them to work as a network of cities, it is critically 
important to have a strong transport network that con-
nects these cities internally with each other and exter-
nally with larger cities and gateways. The provinces and 
Ministry of Transport will have to plan the regional road 
and waterways network together so that the travel time 
between the cities can be shortened and transport of 
goods from one city to another and further to Can Tho 
or HCMC can be smooth.

More use needs to be made of geospatial 
data for planning and decisionmaking 

The government of Vietnam is investing heavily in 
geospatial tools and data for urban planning and 

management, such as land records, land cadasters, topo-
graphic maps, and satellite imagery.50 By integrating land 
use and physical and social infrastructure in data-driven 
mapping and analysis platforms, the government hopes 
to transform urban planning to treat a city’s infrastruc-
ture as interconnected systems.

Mekong Delta cities have weak spatial data capabilities, 
resulting in uninformed decisionmaking and impeding 
holistic risk planning. Six of the seven cities studied 
here (Vinh Long is the exception) lack adequate data on 
natural hazard risk related to terrain and temperature 
change, such as vulnerability to floods, droughts, saltwa-
ter intrusion, or sea level rise (boxes 5.3 and 5.4). Much 
urban planning data in the region exists only in formats 
that cannot easily be integrated with other systems. 

Capacity is also weak and inconsistent in other spatial 
data-related activities. For example, in Bac Lieu, Long 
Xuyen, and Soc Trang, a lack of training and understand-
ing of geographic information (GIS) systems–enabled 
planning inhibit the cities’ ability to organize themselves 
spatially, whereas in Ben Tre, staff in the Department 
of Natural Resources and Environment are well trained 
and competent in GIS analysis. Bac Lieu, Soc Trang, 
and Vi Thanh do not maintain adequate cross-platform 
data sharing capabilities, whereas Ben Tre, Long Xuyen, 
Tan An, and Vinh Long have relatively greater capacity 
to share spatial data across departments and govern-
ment initiatives. Spatial databases are lacking in many 
Mekong Delta cities or are available at too high a level to 

BOX 5.3  Data quality challenges impede city planning in the Mekong Delta region

Spatial planning in the Mekong Delta region is hobbled by a deficiency of data. For example, Long Xuyen’s Master 
Plan 2025 and revised Master Plan 2035–2050 express long-term planning visions for the city but exhibit little 
evidence-based planning. No short-, medium-, or long-term economic studies are recommended, because of a 
dearth of the data needed to support sound spatially driven economic development. 

In addition, existing data exhibit discrepancies and integration problems. For example, cadastral and land use 
data are in Microstation (DGN) format, while related data are in AutoCAD (DWG) and Shapefile (SHP) formats. 
In addition, spatial data related to land, population, household, demographic, labor, infrastructure, and weather 
characteristics have been collected and prepared with varying levels of technical precision. Integrating and 
standardizing data thus present an overwhelming challenge. In addition, topographic data are not updated 
regularly, and the city’s disaster risk mitigation maps do not visualize results at a useful, neighborhood level. 
City authorities are unable to access LIDAR data generated by the national Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment. 

Overall, the dearth and low quality of data and data inconsistency in Long Xuyen city and elsewhere in the region 
interfere with the government’s ability to create accurate maps, conduct spatial analyses, understand urban 
conditions and challenges, and plan cities intelligently for the future.

Source: Based on Long Xuyen city background report, World Bank 2018c.
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be useful for city planning; only Bac Lieu, Tan An, and 
Vinh Long have robust databases. 

Systemic institutional issues prevent all seven cities 
from becoming advanced users of GIS analysis and plan-
ning. For instance, none of the cities links spatial data 
to nonspatial socio-economic data for more integrated, 
cross-sectoral planning. Individual datasets often use 
different coordinate systems, preventing smooth inte-
gration. There is also limited gender disaggregation in 
the local databases to understand different vulnerabil-
ities between men and women for planning and mon-
itoring resilient growth. And cities do not use GIS 
proactively for monitoring plan implementation and 
measuring disaster preparedness.

The national government has invested in improvements, 
but to varying effect in different cities. In 2017, Vietnam’s 
Department of Natural Resources and Environment set 
up geospatial data centers in Long Xuyen, Soc Trang, 
Tan An, and Vinh Long. The department’s mandate was 
to digitize cadastral data at the province and city levels 
and then link the data to dynamic information on the sta-
tus of master plan implementation and parcel develop-
ment, such as land use, building use, building footprint, 
number of floors, and building material. The department 
has also documented land use rights and conversions, 
household size, homeowner information, and other 
data. The databases are coordinated with the District 
Statistics Office and the Department of Construction.

Vinh Long has more advanced digital capability for urban 
planning and management than the other cities, enabling 
local staff of the Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment, Department of Construction, District 
Statistics Office, and the City People’s Committee to 
collaborate through a web portal. The portal supports 
the updating of data on construction permits, land use 
changes, and other developments. This system could 

support an even more built-out geospatial information 
management system across levels of government. Ben 
Tre’s and Long Xuyen’s geospatial data gathering initia-
tives would be notably ready for such an expansion of 
their digital capabilities. Even so, advances are needed 
in data collection, integration, management, use in mon-
itoring and evaluation, and capacity building to increase 
the capability of cities in the Mekong Delta to plan and 
grow intelligently. Several Mekong Delta cities are cur-
rently preparing to revise master plans. These activities 
might offer opportunities to operationalize new spa-
tial data and analysis for improved urban planning and 
greater city resilience.

Climate-related risks are undermining 
the provision of services such as 
water supply, while urbanization is 
exacerbating flood risk 

Mekong Delta cities have made progress in water sup-
ply, wastewater treatment, and solid waste manage-
ment, reflecting the region’s commitment to climate 
change–resilient urban development. In the Mekong 
Delta region, city water supply draws on both surface 
water and groundwater. The 2016 Prime Minister’s 
Decision 2140/QD-TTg to reduce the Mekong’s reliance 
on groundwater and increase its use of surface water 
and rainwater indicates a critical adaptation needed for 
the region.51,52 Urban piped water supply has improved 
steadily,53 and several cities have made good progress 
in expanding their sustainable water management capa-
bilities. Wastewater treatment plant construction is 
advancing in Long Xuyen, Soc Trang, and Vi Thanh. Soc 
Trang is also operating a solid waste composting plant 
and landfill with waste treatment.

However, climate-related risks are undermining the sus-
tainable provision of services. The increasing salinity of 

BOX 5.4  Flood risk and policy mismatches in Vi Thanh

Climate change and sea level rise scenarios from the national Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 
informed the city of Vi Thanh’s 2010 Master Plan, which called for raising the base elevation of roads from 1.6 
meters above sea level to 1.9 meters. However, when Hua Giang province developed a Climate Change Action Plan 
two years later, the guidelines of Vi Thanh, its capital, were not considered. The province’s new building codes 
require an elevation of 2.4 meters for the capital city —half a meter above the city’s own standard. This discrepancy 
affects urban risk outcomes. New development areas were being built 2.4 meters above sea level, while most 
houses are at 1.9 meters. The discrepancy concentrates flooding in low-lying, low-income areas. Fortunately, the 
city recognized the problem and reduced the height of recent new development zones to 2 meters.

Source: Based on Vi Than city background report, World Bank 2018f.
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the water supply and poor sanitation are severely con-
straining sustainable water management in Mekong 
Delta cities. Five of the seven cities studied experience 
frequent salinization of surface water and flooding of 
wastewater treatment systems.54 In 2000, salinization 
of the water supply around the delta region lasted 1–2 
months, but by 2016, it lasted 5 months. In Vi Thanh 
in 2016, drinking water salinity reached 17,800 milli-
grams of salt per liter, against a standard of no more 
than 250 milligrams per liter. The city was forced to drill 
three boreholes to access groundwater to supply drink-
ing water to its residents. Ben Tre had to build a new 
15-kilometer pipeline to move its water intake upstream 
to bypass salinized sites. These stopgap infrastructure 
measures are costly in the short run and unsustainable 
in the long run. They do little to address the underlying 
challenges of salinization that is increasing in severity.

Mekong Delta cities are also under threat of flooding 
because of low water retention and pumping capacity 
and inadequate drainage systems. While some city mas-
ter plans call for protecting or expanding water-retaining 
areas—for example, proposed lakes in Long Xuyen and 
Soc Trang and upgrading Tam Giac Lake in Vi Thanh—
all cities in the region need to do more. 

Cities need to improve their management of wastewa-
ter, including using natural, water-retaining drainage 
areas more effectively to handle stormwater and reduce 
local flooding and integrating them with built drainage 
networks. To cope with increasingly heavy rainfall, high 
tides, and flooding, most cities require large new pump-
ing capacity, as well as major upgrades to their storm-
water drainage systems, which are overwhelmed during 
heavy rains. For example, several of Bac Lieu’s drainage 
pump stations cannot offload inundating waters from 
high tides. Regular maintenance and dredging of canals, 
which are costly and resource-intensive, are also essen-
tial to reduce sedimentation. Furthermore, provincial 
capital cities have incomplete, inadequate, and uncon-
nected stormwater and sewage drainage networks, 
which are easily overwhelmed by flooding. Exacerbating 
already severe conditions is the rapid proliferation of 
impermeable, hardscaped structures and pavement as 
cities expand. Cities now find it much more difficult to 
discharge increasingly frequent and heavy rainfall as 
runoff. Developing local planning options to manage this 
flooding is critical.

Solid waste services are also inadequate.55 None of the 
seven cities separates solid waste to reduce the amount 
going to landfills.56 Instead, all waste goes to city dumps, 
many of which are now full. Ben Tre’s solid waste dump 

site, which receives 120 metric tons of waste a day, is 
now more than 25 years old, full, and heavily polluted. 
Vi Thanh generates 52 metric tons of waste a day, and 
its landfill site is also full. Solid waste, including plastic 
and marine litter, is discharged into rivers and canals, 
blocking drainage pipes and degrading the environ-
ment. Cities urgently need wastewater treatment facil-
ities, septic tanks, improved solid waste management, 
and greater public awareness to reduce litter and waste. 
Such measures are also needed to reduce drinking water 
contamination and improve water quality. Five prov-
inces with green growth action plans need more human, 
material, and financial resources to realize them, espe-
cially in their capital cities.

A further consequence of urbanization unchecked by 
considerations of the natural water conditions of city 
surroundings is direct damage to waterways. To develop 
land for housing, cities have simply filled in many canals 
and other waterways around them. The infill seriously 
disrupts the natural hydrology of the area. Integrated 
management of the urban water cycle and sustain-
able drainage initiatives for stormwater management 
are needed to address this deterioration of natural 
resources.

Institutional and capacity issues reduce 
the ability to manage disaster risk and 
adapt to climate change

Vietnam has been pursuing sustainable climate change 
since the government ratified the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change in 1994, 
which it followed by ratifying the Kyoto Protocol in 
2002 and the Paris Agreement in 2016. Vietnam rein-
forced these commitments with national policy initia-
tives on climate change: the National Target Program 
Responding to Climate Change in 2008, the National 
Strategy on Climate Change (Decision 2139) in 2011, 
and the Central Committee’s Resolution (24/NQ-TW) 
on climate change in 2013. Acting on these pledges, the 
national government’s line ministries have been inte-
grating the country’s Climate Action Plan with its Socio-
economic Development Plan and sectoral plans. In 2013, 
for example, the Ministry of Construction approved a 
decision on Urban Development Responding to Climate 
Change, requiring a set of tasks in master urban plans 
and construction plans for incorporating climate change 
considerations (2623/BXD). Many provincial and munic-
ipal governments have also developed climate action 
plans, notwithstanding the challenges of implementing 
them at the local level.
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The seven provinces of the cities addressed in this 
report have their own climate action plans, incorporat-
ing climate change and sea level rise scenarios from 2009 
projections by the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment. The provincial plans should be updated 
based on more recent projections. 

These plans face obstacles. One is the absence of haz-
ard maps based on each city’s risks of natural disasters. 
Another is the need for greater public consultation on 
local climate adaptation prospects and infrastructure 
projects. A third is the limited training of government 
staff on adaptation and disaster risk management. An 
overreliance on external consultants for planning proj-
ects and processes undermines the development of local 
staff capacity to learn about and manage climate change 
and disaster-based planning. Even where city staff are 
knowledgeable about natural hazard risks and climate 
change adaptation, as in Bac Lieu, their knowledge sel-
dom gets transferred to actual city planning for local 
environmental conditions. In addition, city socio-eco-
nomic development plans do not incorporate climate 
change and disaster risk management. 

Cities in the Mekong Delta region vary in their institu-
tional capacity for managing climate change and disas-
ter risk. For example, Long Xuyen and Tan An base their 
building codes on flood levels from 2000, but since then, 
more rapid climate change and the construction of dams 
and reservoirs, have raised flood levels. Vinh Long, on 
the other hand, developed a flood risk management plan 
using updated data in 2013, but the plan does not cover 
all of the city’s area. The clarity of institutional respon-
sibility for climate change response also varies. Bac Lieu 
province has the authority to adjust building codes for 
embankments and roads but must agree on the sea 
dike code with the national government. In Vinh Long 
province, both the local government and the national 
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development are 
responsible for managing the canal system, but deci-
sionmaking authority is not sufficiently clear.

Cities also differ in their capability in monitoring climate 
change and disaster risk. In general, hydrometeorological 

monitoring and observation systems need strengthen-
ing to allow lead time for accurate forecasts and early 
warning. Tan An residents receive free, timely, and reli-
able SMS messages on important weather forecasts and 
disaster warnings. Ben Tre province rather than the city 
conducts automated, daily measurements of saltwater 
intrusion. Long Xuyen regularly monitors surface water 
with hydrometeorological stations updating salinity and 
other factors daily. But erosion is monitored just twice 
a year, by the Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment—which is not frequent enough for useful 
planning and adaptation. Coastal Bac Lieu has no hydro-
meteorological station for early warning of storm surges 
or saltwater intrusion. Soc Trang’s hydrometeorological 
stations are not automated, so they do not provide infor-
mation in real time. And Hau Giang province’s hydrome-
teorological stations and early warning systems rely on 
the national network, which is insufficiently detailed for 
the city of Vi Thanh. 

Climate-sensitive urban planning and sustainable man-
agement also require citywide mapping of natural haz-
ards. Currently, the seven cities do not have digitized 
natural hazard maps, and each provincial climate action 
plan’s congruence with its capital city’s master plan 
varies. The only city with its own climate action plan 
is Ben Tre, and only Vinh Long has a flood risk map.57 
More detailed spatial and nonspatial natural hazards 
data would also help with planning and zoning since 
before new construction, urban flood and other haz-
ard risk maps should be used to align road and canal 
elevation with climate and disaster risks.58 The capac-
ity of cities and provinces for disaster preparedness and 
response, including the role of women, also needs to be 
strengthened. In Vinh Long City, there is very limited 
female participation in community disaster prepared-
ness management with women accounting on average 
for 28 percent of representation in community disaster 
management boards, which constrains their agency and 
voice in preparing for and responding to disasters and 
in disseminating knowledge related to preventing and 
controlling disasters at the community level. This needs 
to be strengthened. 



This chapter offers policy recommendations for secondary cities to move forward in pursuing 
growth, competitiveness, and resilience. The key challenges for such cities are to grow 
economically, to stay competitive, and to create vibrant economic and employment opportunities 
in the face of a changing climate. To speed growth while mitigating climate risks, the secondary 
cities of the Mekong Delta region require more coordinated planning and more efficient networks, 
with faster connectivity among city, regional, and national economies. Each city needs to target the 
right investments—building on past agricultural strengths, but also developing local skills to retain 
talent and enhance human capital. But each city will also need to coordinate its growth plans and 
pool resources with other regional cities, pursuing strategies that maximize value creation across 
the delta and that drive mutual benefit. National agencies including the Ministry of Construction 
should actively support cities and provinces in strengthening regional urban networks and also 
reconsider some of the adverse impacts of the current system for classifying cities.

Speeding growth and building resilience 
through networked development

Photo: Stephan Valentin on Unsplash
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6
competitive, while emphasizing 
skill development and 
incentivizing people to stay. 
Investments in infrastructure 
should be based on data and 
demand.

	● Urban master plans and 
transport and land use plans 
should be prepared in concert 
and encourage compact 
growth. They should also be 
risk informed. Cities should be 
incentivized to grow in harmony 
with their natural environment, 
concentrating development in 
the urban core and supporting 
the surrounding natural 
landscape.

	● International experience shows 
that national government 
agencies have an important 
role in promoting collaboration 
between secondary cities 
through incentivizing 
collaboration, providing 
infrastructure, and sharing 
information. 

	● Experience from Mekong 
provincial capitals has also 
highlighted the perverse 
incentives resulting from the 
system of classification of cities. 
The MoC should reassess the 
effectiveness of this tool in the 
context of enhancing urban 
resilience in secondary cities. 

	● In pursuing development goals, 
the Mekong Delta region’s 
secondary cities should take a 
three-pronged approach that 
is based on strengthening 
regional institutions and urban 
networks, investing in urban 
growth that is built on each 
city’s comparative advantage, 
and enhancing risk-informed 
urban planning.

	● Efficient functioning of the 
regional network infrastructure 
will remain key to secondary 
cities’ productivity, growth, 
and resilience. Cities should 
coordinate their growth plans 
and partner with other cities 
for mutual benefit. Along with 
strengthening regional transport 
connectivity, provincial and 
city governments can advance 
the growth of businesses by 
providing shared business 
and infrastructure facilities, 
prioritizing locations in the 
region where it makes sense to 
construct industrial zones (and 
other infrastructure such as 
ports, airports, and utilities), 
and partnering with each other 
to attract resources and identify 
future investment needs and 
opportunities.

	● Cities should focus their 
growth strategies on their 
specific strengths to become 

KEY POINTS

::  53
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At the national level, government agencies have an 
important role in strengthening and facilitating collab-
oration between cities and provinces at the regional 
level (figure 6.1). International experience shows that 
this support can take various forms including strength-
ening urban networks and regional institutions, provid-
ing infrastructure, and facilitating data and information 
sharing and other actions and processes. The MoC has 
a particularly important role in strengthening urban net-
works.59 Further, given the perverse incentives result-
ing from the system for classifying cities, as experience 
from Mekong provincial capitals highlights, the MoC 
should reassess the effectiveness of this tool in the con-
text of enhancing urban resilience in secondary cities. 

At the provincial and city level, the recommendations in 
this chapter are organized around three action pillars: 
strengthening regional urban networks, incentivizing 
growth, and enhancing resilience through spatial plan-
ning (figure 6.1).

Pillar 1  Strengthen regional institutions and 
urban networks 

Strengthen regional institutions and planning. In pursu-
ing development goals, secondary cities should coordi-
nate their growth plans and pool resources with other 
cities, discover synergies and comparative advan-
tages, and adopt strategies that maximize value cre-
ation across the delta and that drives mutual bene-
fit. Provinces should coordinate the development of 
their capital cities and develop shared plans for joint 
regional growth strategies. This networking should be 
fully aligned with the government’s Mekong Delta plan, 
currently under preparation. In 2016, under Decision 
593 issued by the Prime Minister, the region piloted a 
regional coordination mechanism for its Regional Socio-
Economic Development Plan 2016–2020. The mecha-
nism focused on the production, processing and con-
sumption of value chains for key commodities such as 
rice, fruit, and fisheries; the upgrading and construc-
tion of transport infrastructure; and the investment in 
and rehabilitation for irrigation systems, flood control, 
water resource management, environmental protection, 

Reassess urban classification system
Support regional institutions and coordination

Facilitate strengthening of urban and regional networks

National
agencies

Provinces
and cities

FIGURE 6.1  Framework for promoting resilient growth in secondary cities of the Mekong Delta region
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and climate change adaptation. The Ministry of Planning 
and Investment is currently assessing lessons from the 
pilot and is expected to propose a new Mekong Delta 
regional coordination mechanism, including a coordi-
nation council to be approved by the Prime Minister 
and launched after 2020.60 Prioritizing urbanization as 
a key focus area and strengthening urban networks 
and linkages between Mekong Delta cities should be an 
important focus of this coordination mechanism. The 
Ministry of Construction can play a crucial role in facili-
tating coordination between provinces and cities and in 
strengthening urban networks.61

Improve efficiencies in regional connectivity, including 
water-based connectivity. All seven cities are endowed 
with extensive networks of rivers and canals. The 
Mekong Delta region’s transportation strength has his-
torically been its natural canals and riverways. After 
decades of neglect, as road-based development was pri-
oritized, the inland waterway network operates below 
capacity. Problems include low-clearance bridges, inade-
quate public terminals for loading and unloading goods, 
and poor intermodal connections, especially with roads. 
These inland waterways are a vital asset and essential 
for transport resilience in the region. 

Investment in regional waterways, with due consider-
ation for environmental impacts, can reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, travel time, shipping time of goods, 
road traffic congestion, and air and noise pollution 
while increasing the region’s modal flexibility. Through 
the transport development plan for the Mekong Delta 

region, the Ministry of Transport is prioritizing policies 
for developing inland waterway transport services and 
investments in ports, waterways, multimodal facilities,62 
and higher-clearance bridges. Efficient functioning of 
the regional network infrastructure will remain key to 
secondary cities’ productivity, growth, and resilience. In 
addition, riverbeds, after years of mining sand for con-
struction, must be restored and managed for improved 
river transportation and more resilient landscapes. 
Private sector participation can help generate local reve-
nues as well, including for services like water supply and 
solid waste management and public works like landfills, 
water treatment plants, wastewater treatment plants, 
and desalination plants that could be shared by nearby 
cities, further tightening their interconnectivity.

Create shared business facilities and services. While 
strengthening regional transport connectivity, provincial 
and city governments can advance the growth of busi-
nesses by providing shared business and infrastructure 
facilities, such as warehouses, marketplaces, transport 
and logistics hubs, and common facilities such as fairs 
and buyer meets (box 6.1). Shared facilities and ser-
vices can enable local businesses to connect to provin-
cial and regional value chains. The national government 
should also focus on services such as common testing 
and certification, events to promote business to busi-
ness linkages, and basic business management training 
programs. Such efforts, along with appropriate regula-
tions and streamlined, one-stop shops for clearances 
for setting up businesses, construction approvals, utility 

BOX 6.1 	 Good practice examples of networking between secondary cities

Strengthening collaboration and networks between secondary cities is critical for improving their prosperity. 
For instance, in Colombia’s Coffee Triangle Region, the economies of three of its secondary cities—Manizales, 
Armenia, and Pererira, which are all departmental capitals with populations between 300,000 and 500,000—
have historically been dominated by coffee, with each competing with the other. After the 1999 earthquake and 
global fall in coffee prices, the cities reinvented themselves through specializing and diversifying their economies. 
Manizales is now a center of education, Armenia a regional tourist hub, and Pereira offers industrial zones and 
retail activity. The national government played a critical role in promoting prosperity agreements, improving 
road infrastructure and helping develop a regional airport. This partnership between cities resulted in significant 
improvement in city competitiveness.

In New Zealand, the Core Cities Network started as a collaborative effort between national and local governments 
to strengthen urban economies. Though it started as a partnership between the six largest cities, it grew to 
include secondary cities, which were relatively small and geographically isolated and competed with each other 
for investments. Collaboration between national and city governments allowed the cities to reduce transaction 
costs, pool resources, and share information in order to become collectively competitive in trade, investment, and 
tourism development. Working together, New Zealand’s secondary cities were able to achieve economies of scale 
and lower market entry barriers. In both cases, national government agencies played an important facilitating role 
to enable coordination between cities.

Source: Cities Alliance (2019).



56  ::  Networked: Towards Urban Resilience and Economic Growth in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta

connections, and tax collections, will support robust 
and resilient private firms. 

Collaborate on critical regional and subregional infra-
structure. Many investments in industrial infrastruc-
ture, such as special economic zones, remain underused. 
To avoid inefficient redundancy, capital cities and their 
provinces should collaborate to identify and prioritize 
locations in the region where it makes sense to con-
struct industrial zones (and other infrastructure such as 
ports, airports, and utilities). Exercising selectivity will 
also enable secondary cities to reduce costs and redirect 
savings to infrastructure investments, the cities should 
also agree on their role in maintaining and upgrading 
regional infrastructure, and find ways to ensure ade-
quate benefit sharing.

Mount joint efforts to attract foreign direct investment. 
Business promotion undertaken by individual provinces 
creates competition between provinces for the same 
investments, does nothing to strengthen regional eco-
nomic networks and agglomeration, and does not pro-
mote regional growth. To avoid infrastructure redun-
dancy and create more value for investors, provinces 
and cities could instead partner with each other to iden-
tify investment needs and opportunities in each prov-
ince. Combining opportunities for private participation 
across cities and provinces could present a stronger 
investment case to larger private firms. The departments 
of planning and investments in each province could 
combine markets to create higher value for investors.

Establish a regional asset management system. A regional 
asset management system should be developed to take 
stock of baseline infrastructure, identify what is critical, 
help prioritize new infrastructure, and use resources 
efficiently. 

Pillar 2  Incentivize growth 

Focus cities’ investment strategy on their unique 
strengths. Remarkable agricultural productivity forms 
a solid economic base in the Mekong Delta region. 
Moreover, each city has unique locational advantages. 
Economic development of cities should build on these 
strengths. Cities in the region should be incentivized to 
grow in harmony with their natural environment, con-
centrating development in their urban cores and sup-
porting the surrounding natural landscape as the eco-
nomic base for continuing growth and expansion into 
related industries. Given cities’ small internal mar-
kets, improving connectivity between them can achieve 

economic scale and diversity while enhancing trade and 
value creation (box 6.1). Industrial investments must be 
tied to economic activities that are currently commer-
cially viable, such as aqua- and agro-processing. 

Strengthen assessment of user needs and demand for 
infrastructure. City infrastructure investments should 
be based on systematic assessments of demand, whether 
for housing, industrial facilities along city peripheries, 
transport investments, or public spaces. This process 
will avoid making public investments in industrial zones 
without a good understanding of demand, as currently 
happens. 

Retarget state funds to increase investment productivity: 
The seven cities spend significant capital resources in 
expanding urban infrastructure including roads, social 
infrastructure facilities and in administrative buildings. 
Often these are built ahead of real demand and pro-
mote low density development and create new liabilities 
in terms of maintenance budget requirements. These 
investments have limited impact on improving city GDP 
and productivity. On the other hand, state support is 
missing for promoting local services and businesses, 
such as working capital support, training, technology 
modernization, and support to integrate value chains, 
which could lead to improved productivity and directly 
improve impact on GDP. There is therefore a need to 
retarget the use of state funds away from less produc-
tive infrastructure investments to improve the robust-
ness of local businesses. The Law on Support to SMEs 
(2018) has called for priority support to female-owned 
businesses and free training for employees from female-
owned businesses and business with many female work-
ers. The Prime Minister’s Decision 939/QD-Ttg, dated 
June 30, 2017, requests support for women to open busi-
ness from 2017 to 2025. It is important that the proposed 
retargeted strategy take into account the enforcement of 
these legislative documents.

Invest in skill development to improve economic vitality. 
Outmigration, poor quality jobs, and limited access to 
vocational and skill training impede the economic devel-
opment of secondary cities in the Mekong Delta region. 
The drivers of migration need to be better understood. 
Cities should invest in high-skill economic sectors, 
accompanied by targeted vocational training in con-
cert with secondary education programs. This would 
increase the diversity and vitality of the economies in 
Mekong Delta secondary cities while incentivizing peo-
ple to stay.
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Pillar 3  Enhance resilience 

Promote evidence-based urban and spatial planning. 
Master planning in secondary cities should be based on 
demographic and socio-economic data and evidence. 
Demographic data are a good indicator of future urban 
population growth rates and should guide decisions 
about land use, urban footprint, and the spatial expan-
sion of each city. Master plans in some cities that call for 
more than doubling the urban area, despite an urbaniza-
tion rate of 1% or less, do not foster resilience. Sectoral 
plans and master plans should also consider climate 
risks facing cities. 

Design resilient infrastructure in concert with nature. 
Urban infrastructure planning needs to incorporate 
a better understanding of the topographic and hydro-
meteorological relationships in each city and city zone 
in the region to mitigate flood- and climate-related 
risks. While cities take some basic considerations into 
account, they need to better understand complex geo-
morphological and hydrometeorological inter-relation-
ships to plan urban infrastructure at a micro city and 
zonal level. These inter-relationships affect inundation, 
drainage, saltwater intrusion, and erosion differently in 
each city and city zone. Carefully designed planning and 
construction codes and standards focusing on resilience 
and low carbon growth, that the city follows related to 
the design, construction, operation, and maintenance of 
urban infrastructure, services, and housing could reduce 
some of the vulnerabilities arising from these inter-re-
lationships. Knowledge of green infrastructure and bio-
engineering solutions, which can be used to reduce the 
adverse impacts of hard infrastructure (or substitute for 
it), should be expanded.63

Encourage compact urban design in coordination with 
transportation planning. Urban master plans and land 
use plans should encourage compact growth and move 
away from the low-rise, low-density development seen 
in most provincial capital cities. There should be closer 
coordination between urban master planning, trans-
portation planning, and land use planning; with further 
strengthening of land use regulation and enforce-
ment. Cities should also consider strategies for manag-
ing sprawl as a tool for addressing low carbon growth 
and climate resilience. Moreover, urban transport plan-
ning should prioritize antisprawl development and align 
with spatial and urban planning. 

Allow for local flexibility in national standards. 
Standardization based on national guidance has led to 
similar planning methods and urban layouts, with simi-
lar grids, zoning, green spaces, public architecture, hous-
ing styles, and construction materials. While this stan-
dardization has beneficial aspects, urban plans often do 
not reflect local contexts or city size and characteris-
tics, with undesirable outcomes. The result can be seen 
across the secondary cities, where road infrastructure 
and public open spaces exceed local demand. City offi-
cials need greater capacity to prepare master plans that 
take into account local realities and exigencies, while 
still following the guidance issued by the Ministry of 
Construction. Local experts make this more likely to 
occur.

Strengthen evidence-based transport planning and pro-
mote public transportation. Cities need to reduce their 
dependence on private vehicles, prioritize public trans-
port, enhance use of cleaner fuels, and reduce road 
encroachment on arable land and wetlands. Where 
demand for public transportation is limited, it may need 
to be strengthened to support climate-resilient urban 
development. Regulatory arrangements need to be put in 
place to allow staff of the Department of Transportation 
and Department of Construction to design and engineer 
specific locally relevant norms on sizing roads based on 
their network function and travel demand.64

Invest in geospatial capabilities. Cities should invest in 
geographic information systems (GIS) and skills and 
develop and strengthen GIS platforms so that data can 
be shared across agencies and incorporated in plans and 
activities. This capability can allow sectoral agencies in 
cities to share data with other agencies and integrate 
urban planning. 

Strengthen monitoring of climate data. Cities need to 
strengthen their monitoring of climate parameters for 
assessing urban flood risk, erosion, salinity, and other 
hazards. This should be done in coordination with the 
Vietnam Meteorological and Hydrological agency and its 
regional offices. Moreover, data need to be systemati-
cally collected on greenhouse gas emissions in order to 
understand baseline emissions in various sectors and to 
develop strategies for reducing them. The Mekong Delta 
region’s provincial capital cities need to build capacity in 
mapping, modeling, and public participation around cli-
mate change issues and urban planning to produce more 
climate-sensitive and resilient urban outcomes. 



Bac Lieu

Bac Lieu, the capital of Bac Lieu Province, is a low-lying 
city 10 kilometers from the coast, in the northeast part of 
the Mekong Delta region.65 The area’s geology is diverse, 
with channel bars, back swamps, coastal plains, sand 
spits, sand dunes, and mangrove marshes. By the late 
1960s, Bac Lieu had become a key service area for the 
dense canal network and rice cultivation areas around it. 
The city’s aqua–agro landscape still consisted of a net-
work of substantial natural creeks, rural gardens on the 
sand dunes, great coastal mashes, and a 5- to 10-kilome-
ter-wide mangrove forest. Satellite imagery since 2016 
shows that these features have mostly disappeared. 

In the past 10 years, the coastal area has transitioned 
from intensive rice cultivation to intensive shrimp farm-
ing, in response to higher market demand for shrimp. 
This plays out in the massive landscape transforma-
tion and monoculture landscapes of Bac Lieu, with rice 
fields in the north and aquatic farms in the south. The 
rural areas surrounding the city have urbanized, fol-
lowing construction of major roads from the city and 
the accompanying loss of productive agricultural land. 
Modern urban developments have neglected Bac Lieu’s 
unique landscape diversity and identity. Fragmented 
interventions, such as hardscaped public squares, have 
focused on attracting tourists rather than enhancing 
public life for residents, degrading the city’s historic 
coastal characteristics. Other development, such as res-
idential buildings and manufacturing plants, are seldom 
linked to long-term growth strategies.

Bac Lieu faces several hydro-meteorological hazards and 
climate-related risks, including saltwater intrusion, flood-
ing, typhoons, land subsidence, storm surges, and heavy 
rains. Heavy rainfall and flooding occurs as often as two 
to three times a month, disproportionately affecting poor 
areas. The problem is compounded by the city’s inadequate 

drainage capacity, resulting in extended periods of inun-
dation and saltwater intrusion. While Bac Lieu Province is 
largely protected from typhoons by a mangrove belt and 
sea dike, unplanned development and increased loss of 
sediment from irrigation canals that is being carried to sea 
have wiped out the 5–10 kilometer-thick mangrove forest 
that used to protect Bac Lieu city. 

With climate change, the frequency and intensity of 
extreme events is expected to increase. Studies of the 
Mekong Delta region estimate a mean sea-level rise 
of 17 centimeters by 2030 and 30 centimeters by 2050 
under the medium emission scenario and 1 meter by 
2050 under the high emission scenario. That rise would 
exacerbate risks for Bac Lieu related to flooding, inunda-
tion, and salinity intrusion and would threaten the city’s 
freshwater supply. The degradation of coastal ecosys-
tems and the loss of protective mangrove forests along 
the coast are likely to further increase inland salinity, 
inundation, and damage from coastal erosion.

Ben Tre

Ben Tre is in the northeast of the Mekong Delta region, 
in a river islet where the water gradually shifts from 
fresh to brackish.66 The capital of Ben Tre province, Ben 
Tre City, is located about 85 kilometer southeast of Ho 
Chi Minh City. The area’s diverse agriculture includes 
rice, fruits, vegetables, flowers, and integrated rice–fish 
systems, with abundant coconut forests in areas not 
used for other cultivation. The city’s economy devel-
oped around coconut processing and other agricultural 
services. Unlike many other cities in the delta, water-
ways are still commonly used for commerce and trans-
port, along with roads. Ben Tre is gridded, with boule-
vards that run perpendicular to the river. 

Ben Tre was originally settled very close to the water. 
Urbanization and industrial economic development 

Appendix 1 Snapshots of ecological, 
structural, and climate conditions and risks  
in secondary cities in the Mekong Delta region
This section presents snapshots of the seven cities examined in the report. The snapshots reveal 
that each city is unique in its mix of ecological, structural, and climate conditions; flooding is far 
from the only environmental concern. 
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along the roadways, especially to the city’s northeast, 
have drawn labor-intensive manufacturing facilities and 
settlement away from the center. Ben Tre is concen-
trated near the river but fragmented further away from 
the center. While parts of the city center are charac-
terized by vibrant, economically diverse, human-scale, 
walkable streets, other areas are defined by wide roads, 
sidewalks, and roundabouts. 

Ben Tre regularly experiences periods of drought, heavy 
rainfall, and flooding. One of its most critical climate-re-
lated hazards is saltwater intrusion. This annual real-
ity, occurring from January to May, affects all forms of 
infrastructure in the city, including railroads and other 
modes of transport. Saltwater intrusion also degrades 
surface water to the point that Ben Tre residents have 
had to purchase bottled water for cooking and often 
store large amounts of water for household use. This 
hazard significantly affects the local economy, delay-
ing the farming of rice, shrimp, and other products and 
reducing agricultural productivity. The city’s master 
plan calls for filling in or restraining water bodies and 
small creeks, natural wetlands, and orchards. Following 
through on these plans would greatly diminish the resil-
ience of the land and its ability to resist tidal floods and 
saltwater intrusion.

Long Xuyen

Long Xuyen, the capital of An Giang Province, is the 
Mekong Delta’s second-largest city, after Can Tho.67 
Situated in a low-lying area at the center of the Mekong 
Delta region, it functions as a key node in the regional 
economy thanks to good connections to major cities in 
the country and in Cambodia and Thailand. Located in 
the Mekong Delta’s richest agricultural zone, Long Xuyen 
supports rice cultivation in the flood plains; fruits, veg-
etables, and flowers on the levees; and aquaculture in 
ponds, rivers, and creeks. Orchards along the higher 
levees originally helped protect the city from seasonal 
flooding of the Bassac River upstream, and the natural 
wetlands and islets of the area helped keep the natural 
ecosystem in balance, reducing erosion.

Long Xuyen was founded in 1900 as a French trading 
outpost at the confluence of the Long Xuyen and Hua 
Rivers, where houses on stilts once predominated. The 
city’s growth pattern is extremely linear, extending 
along the southern bank of the Hua River. It developed 
along two different grid patterns, one French-imposed 
in the city center and the other built during later urban 
extensions perpendicular to the river. Long Xuyen is 
more industrialized than the other six secondary cities 

examined in this report. Its economy initially relied 
on aqua- and agro-processing. In the last 15 years, as 
its economy has continued to grow, nonlinear clusters 
began extending out into lowland rice cultivation areas. 
To support the modernization and continued industri-
alization of the area, sand mining operations in the Hua 
River for land infill and leveling have become a critical 
feature of the economy.

This type of urban expansion and industrialization has 
drastically increased Long Xuyen’s vulnerability to cli-
mate change. Sand mining and upstream development 
continue to increase risks of erosion, flooding, and 
saltwater intrusion in the city. Commercial sand min-
ing, land subsidence from groundwater extraction, and 
reduced sediment arriving from the Mekong River, along 
with recent heavy rains, have caused severe erosion of 
the vital Hua River and surrounding canals. The city is 
also affected by flooding, whose effects are aggravated 
by old and disconnected drainage and solid waste man-
agement systems. Long Xuyen is one of the clearest 
examples of how unmanaged industrialization cripples 
a city’s ability to adapt to the impacts of climate change. 

Soc Trang

Surrounded by an evolving agricultural landscape, Soc 
Trang developed at the intersection of canals and roads 
at the mouth of the South Hua River.68 Its canal network 
is especially complex, with some junctures intersected 
by up to seven waterways. Commercial trade intensified 
here in the 20th century. The ecology around Soc Trang is 
very diverse and includes high-elevation ribbons of sand 
dunes and low-elevation saline pools. After the installa-
tion of nearby sluice gates in the mid-1990s curbed the 
incidence of saltwater intrusion, rice farming expanded. 
In the past decade, however, production has shifted 
from rice to shrimp farming. 

French colonial rulers instituted the familiar grid pat-
tern in Soc Trang, with boulevards perpendicular to the 
water. More recently, the central grid has densified and 
the outer rural areas have urbanized along regional con-
necting roads and local ring roads. Urban development 
has encroached on agriculturally productive land along 
these concentric loops. The ring road system is incom-
patible with Soc Trang’s morphology and development 
pattern. Rather than fostering connectivity for people 
and industries, development along the ring roads has 
been fragmented, with industrial developments strug-
gling to take hold without sufficient population growth, 
connectivity, and demand.
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Soc Trang is subject to high tides, sea level rise, heavy 
rains, flooding, land subsidence, drought, and saltwater 
intrusion. In particular, flooding from increasing rains 
and higher tides is exacerbated by an outdated, discon-
nected drainage network that is poorly integrated with 
drainage canals. Groundwater levels have also declined, 
and groundwater has become polluted and salinized. 
Saltwater intrusion, which has become both more 
intense and less predictable in recent decades, affects 
the health and livelihoods of both urban residents and 
rural communities within the urban area.

Tan An

Tan An is in a zone of flat meadowlands in the north-
ern Mekong Delta, 47 kilometers south of Ho Chi Minh 
City on the southern bank of the Vam Co Tay River.69 
Tan An has long had to contend with trying to balance 
the economic development benefits of its proximity to 
Vietnam’s largest city and the need to protect its envi-
ronment and agriculture against such a transformative 
force. Like the rest of the delta, the area around Tan 
An is predominantly rice growing. During the colonial 
period, the city served as a final way-station for two prin-
cipal waterways transporting rice north from the lower 
Delta to Ho Chi Minh City and beyond. Vietnam’s first 
railway, built in 1885, also stopped at Tan An. National 
roads built in the 1980s brought even greater connectiv-
ity to Tan An, as did a major 2004 highway linking Ho 
Chi Minh City and Can Tho. 

Given Tan An’s proximity to Ho Chi Minh City, it is not 
surprising that new industrial zones and manufactur-
ing centers have emerged to its north. Yet half of these 
designated zones are vacant, awaiting investment and 
development, unable to compete with the already indus-
trialized regions north of Ho Chi Minh City. At the same 
time, Tan An is isolated on the delta border, losing out 
agriculturally as well to the more fertile delta plains and 
cities to the south. The city has invested in smaller man-
ufacturing facilities along the Vam Co Tay River closer 
to the city center. While these ventures have increased 
revenue, they jeopardize the water quality of Tan An and 
downstream areas. 

Before Tan An’s urbanization, the Vam Co Tay River 
moved in harmony with changing tides and natural 
shifts in the fluvial wetlands. However, urbanization has 
impeded the course of the river, reduced the area’s abil-
ity to adapt to climate change, and increased its expo-
sure to hazards such as heavy rains, riverbank erosion, 
flooding, land subsidence, and saltwater intrusion. As in 
other cities, old, disconnected drainage and solid waste 

management systems exacerbate flooding. Not only has 
the development of industrial zones to the north dis-
rupted the wetlands’ capacity to buffer the impacts of a 
changing climate, but these zones have been undeveloped 
for more than 10 years. Thus, while the zones are unpro-
ductive both agriculturally and industrially, they nonethe-
less endanger the city’s environment and people. 

Vi Thanh

Vi Thanh is in the low-depression area of the Mekong 
Delta region, in the South Hau River subregion.70 It 
became a provincial capital in 2004. Rice is the main 
agricultural product; fruit orchards, sugarcane, and 
aquaculture are also important. Vi Thanh developed 
at the convergence of two national roads and a major 
canal, the Xa No, completed by the French in 1904. The 
canal was built to bring in freshwater for crop desalina-
tion, regional transport of people and cargo, and con-
nection to Can Tho, the largest city in the Mekong Delta 
region. The Xa No is now Vi Thanh’s backbone, with 
tributary canals connecting to other settlements. Recent 
investments, however, have converted canals and wet-
lands into roads, as road infrastructure is prioritized 
over waterways, which are seen as obstacles rather than 
development opportunities. 

Urbanization has extended along the canal and the two 
national roads. Within the city center, densification 
has neglected the natural landscape and water assets, 
as farms and freshwater reservoirs have given way to 
parks and poorly designed lakes or polluted basins. 
On the periphery, low-density modern developments 
and large, impervious open spaces intended for pub-
lic use have supplanted productive agricultural fields. 
Meanwhile, to limit erosion, both sides of the Xa No 
canal were embanked with 10-meter-wide paved side-
walks, a large-scale, underutilized intervention that 
addresses one environmental and social problem while 
fostering another.

Vi Thanh is susceptible to low pressure systems, thun-
derstorms and heavy rains, drought, erosion, and salt-
water intrusion. The combination of heavy rains, high 
tides, low-lying roads, and a poor-quality drainage sys-
tem intensifies the effects of flooding. The incidence of 
storms, drought, and saltwater intrusion have increased 
in recent decades. The construction of the canal net-
work in the 20th century mitigated the extent of flooding 
and saltwater intrusion that the area historically expe-
rienced, but more recent urbanization processes have 
diminished the resilience of the soil, water, and produc-
tive landscape.
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Vinh Long

Vinh Long is a low-lying city in the center of the Mekong 
Delta, with connections to Ho Chi Minh City via a major 
canal and to Cambodia via the Co Chien River, which 
splits from the Mekong River where the city sits.71 
National Route 1A also connects Vinh Long to Ho Chi 
Minh City and Can Tho. The area’s natural levees, chan-
nel bars, flood basins, creeks, and freshwater ecosystem 
support its rich rice fields, fruit orchards, aquaculture, 
and fisheries. Vinh Long’s city center still maintains its 
typical colonial-era grid pattern. The city’s footprint 
extends from the urban core along main roads and 
waterways, including aqua- and agricultural services 
and other industrial facilities. The city has implemented 

several major development projects, including estab-
lishing a new urban area with basic infrastructure in 
the American-era Vihn Long airfield, in the city’s west. 
These sites have stood vacant for a decade, however.

As a low-lying city, Vinh Long is vulnerable to floods, 
and more than half of the city is flooded at high tide 
during the rainy season. As is the case for other cities in 
the delta, the effects of flooding are exacerbated by poor 
drainage capacity of both the city’s pipes and its con-
necting canals, which fill with sediment. Vinh Long also 
suffers from droughts, riverbank erosion, and saltwater 
intrusion, fueled by upstream sand mining and urban 
development.
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Appendix 2 Key statistics for the seven 
secondary cities 

For chapter 3
FIGURE A2.1  Key area and population statistics for the seven secondary cities in the Mekong Delta region, 2014 

City (provincial 
capital) Province

Area (square 
kilometers

City 
populationa

Urban 
populationa

Annual urban population 
growth rate, 2010–2014 (%)

Urban population as share 
of city populationa (%)

Bac Lieu Bac Lieu 175.25 153,006 115,011 0.8 75

Ben Tre Ben Tre 65.75 120,214 64,670 0.3 54

Long Xuyen An Giang 115.22 280,635 247,007 1.06 88

Soc Trang Soc Trang 76.16 137,642 137,642 0.3 100

Tan An Long An 81.94 135,493 103,353 1.1 76

Vi Thanh Hau Giang 118 74,804 44,551 0.6 60

Vinh Long Vinh Long 64.83 140,872 107,040 1.0 76
Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from city statistical handbooks for 2014.

a. Provincial cities also have rural communes within their boundaries. The “city” population in this report refers to the full population of the provincial city jurisdic-
tion. The “urban” population is the population of the provincial cities living in townships and urban wards and excluding rural communes.

FIGURE A2.2  Population and migration in the seven secondary cities, 2015

Indicator Bac Lieu Ben Tre
Long 

Xuyen
Soc 

Trang Tan An
Vinh 
Long

Vi 
Thanh

Population profile              

Total population (number) 155,194 121,715 285,745 139,824 137,259 142,001 75,017

Total population growth rate (%) 0.05 0.8 0.23 0.09 0.6 0.61 0.26
City population as proportion of provincial population (%) 17.5 9.6 13.2 10.7 9.3 13.6 9.7
Urban populationa (number) 116,656 65,517 252,073 139,824 101,572 108,289 44,508
Urban population as proportion of provincial urban 
populationa (%) 44.7 50.0 38.6 10.7 38.0 61.4 22.0

Rural population (number) 38,538 56,198 33,672 na 35,687 33,712 30,509
City population as proportion of provincial rural 
populationa (%) 24.7 5.0 2.2 na 9.3 3.9 13.0
Population density (per square kilometer) 732 1,708 2,477 1,840 1,674 2,969.49 630
Population growth characteristics              
Annual birth rate (per 1,000 population) na 9.6 15.3 na 13.1 13.1 16.6
Annual change in birth rate (%) na 0.99 –0.08 13.47 –0.3 –0.19 0.05

Natural population growth rate (%) 9 6.8 9.8 8.9 4.5 6.0 11.8
Net outmigration percentage = natural population growth 
rate increase–total population growth rate (%) 8.95 6.0 9.6 8.8 3.9 5.4 11.5

na is not available.

Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from city socio-economic development plans for 2010–2015 and provincial statistical handbooks for 2015.

a. Provincial cities also have rural communes within their boundaries. The “city” population in this report refers to the full population of the provincial city jurisdic-
tion. The “urban” population is the population of the provincial cities in townships and urban wards and excluding rural communes.
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For chapter 4
FIGURE A2.3  GDP and GDP growth in Vietnam’s six regions, 2016

Economic indicator
Central 

Highlands
Mekong River 

Delta

North Central 
and Central 

Coastal

Northern 
Midlands and 

Mountain
Red River 

Delta Southeastern

Regional GDP (billion $) 7.97 34.58 41.71 35.95 91.07 61.90
Regional GDP growth rate (%) 7.4 8.07 8.2 16.2 4.96 5.84
GDP of largest city (billion $)
Largest city

3.31 
Da Lat

2.64 
Can Tho

2.32 
Da Nang

22.64 
Thai Nguyen

20.60 
Hanoi

33.99 
Ho Chi Minh City

Source: Study team, 2020, based on General Statistics Office 2016. 

FIGURE A2.4  Increasing GDP in Mekong Delta provinces, 2010–2015 (million current $)

Province 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

An Giang 1,631 2,075 2,147 2,312 2,530 2,701
Bac Lieu na 824 943 1,033 1,103 1,171
Ben Tre 817 1,032 1,086 1,179 1,304 1,382
Hau Giang 512 650 763 903 1,049 1,208
Long An 1,495 2,005 2,217 2,487 2,867 3,221
Soc Trang 1,017 1,392 1,504 1,634 1,638 1,728
Vinh Long 883 956 1,020 1,088 1,156 1,236

na is not available.

Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from provincial statistical handbooks for 2015.

FIGURE A2.5  Declining GDP growth rates in Mekong Delta provinces, 2010–2015 (percent)

Province 2010–2011 2011–2012 2012–2013 2013–2014 2014–2015 

An Giang 27 3 8 9 7
Bac Lieu na 14 10 7 6
Ben Tre 26 5 9 11 6
Hau Giang 27 17 18 16 15
Long An 34 11 12 15 12
Soc Trang 37 8 9 0 5
Vinh Long 8 7 7 6 7

na is not available.

Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from provincial statistical handbooks for 2015. 
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FIGURE A2.6  Increasing GDP in Mekong Delta secondary cities, 2010–2015 (million current $)

City 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Bac Lieu na na na na na na
Ben Tre 194 229 261 274 310 359
Long Xuyen 493 686 760 866 1,045 1,172
Soc Trang na 247 284 344 405 482
Tan An 129 266 297 330 371 420

Vi Thanh 130 159 196 223 252 298

Vinh Long 365 435 481 535 574 633
Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from city socio-economic development plans for 2010–2015 and provincial statistical handbooks for 2015. 

Note: No data were available for Bac Lieu.

FIGURE A2.7  Declining GDP growth rates in Mekong Delta secondary cities, 2010–2015 (percent)

City 2010–2011 2011–2012 2012–2013 2013–2014 2014–2015 

Bac Lieu na na na na na

Ben Tre 18 14 5 13 16

Long Xuyen 39 11 14 21 12

Soc Trang na 15 21 18 19

Tan An 106 11 11 12 13

Vi Thanh 22 24 14 13 18

Vinh Long 19 10 11 7 10
Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from city socio-economic development plans for 2010–2015 and provincial statistical handbooks for 2015.

Note: No data were available for Bac Lieu.

FIGURE A2.8  GDP and GDP growth rates in Mekong Delta provinces, by sector, 2015 (million current $)

Province

Agriculture Industry and construction Services Total

Million $ % Million $ % Million $ % Million $

An Giang 943 35 378 14 1,380 51 2,701
Bac Lieu 547 47 168 14 456 39 1,171
Ben Tre 528 38 265 19 589 43 1,382
Hau Giang 287 24 414 34 507 42 1,208
Long An 841 26 1,438 45 942 29 3,221
Soc Trang 740 43 241 14 747 43 1,728
Vinh Long 402 32 274 22 560 45 1,236

Total/average 4,288 34 3,178 25 5,181 41 12,648
Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from provincial statistical handbooks for 2015.
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FIGURE A2.9  GDP and GDP growth rates in Mekong Delta secondary cities, by sector, 2015 (million current $)

City
Agriculture Industry and construction Services Total

Million $ % Million $ % Million $ % Million $

Bac Lieu na na na na na na

Ben Tre 17 5 208 58 133 37 359

Long Xuyen 23 2 217 19 932 79 1,172

Soc Trang 17 3 161 33 305 63 482

Tan An 13 3 205 49 202 48 420

Vi Thanh 15 5 57 19 226 76 298

Vinh Long 24 4 193 30 417 66 633

Total/average 109 3 1,041 31 2,215 66 3,364
Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from city socio-economic development plans for 2010–2015 and provincial statistical handbooks for 2015.

Note: No data were available for Bac Lieu. 

FIGURE A2.10  Agricultural GDP and GDP growth rates in Mekong Delta provinces, 2010–2015 (million current $)

Province

2010–2011 2011–2012 2012–2013 2013–2014 2014–2015

Million $ % Million $ % Million $ % Million $ % Million $ %

An Giang 0.87 35 0.82 -6 0.84 2 0.90 7 0.94 5

Hau Giang 0.21 20 0.24 15 0.25 7 0.27 7 0.29 6

Bac Lieu 0.40 na 0.46 15 0.49 6 0.53 8 0.55 4

Ben Tre 0.47 38 0.46 -3 0.48 5 0.52 9 0.53 1

Long An 0.74 35 0.71 -3 0.76 6 0.81 8 0.84 3

Soc Trang 0.67 33 0.66 -2 0.68 3 0.72 6 0.74 2

Vinh Long 0.37 6 0.38 3 0.38 2 0.39 3 0.40 2
Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from provincial statistical handbooks for 2015.

FIGURE A2.11  Industry GDP in Mekong Delta provinces, 2010–2015 (million current $)

ProvinceProvince 20102010 2011 2011 20122012 20132013 20142014 20152015

An Giang 216 282 300 328 358 378

Bac Lieu na 115 121 139 156 168

Ben Tre 117 147 174 193 241 265

Hau Giang 157 204 230 301 350 414

Long An 526 722 856 994 1,219 1,438

Soc Trang 159 212 229 241 225 241

Vinh Long 164 178 199 219 251 274
Source: Study team, 2020, based on data from provincial statistical handbooks for 2015. 



66  ::  Networked: Towards Urban Resilience and Economic Growth in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta

FIGURE A2.12  National government transfers to Mekong Delta provinces for capital and operating expenditures, 
2015 (million $)

Budget item Bac Lieu Ben Tre Hau Giang Long An Soc Trang Vinh Long

Revenue

Total domestic collection 134.2 85.6 79.9 404.4 78.1 349.4

Balanced budget revenuea 308.2 263.2 304.5 536.6 464.4 506.1

Transfer from central government 99.3 143.6 109.0 71.9 215.9 73.5

Expenditure

Balanced budget expenditurea 294.6 259.4 297.3 496.6 445.4 482.9

Capital investment 16.1 37.6 51.1 99.5 58.8 55.9

Operating expenditure 134.6 189.5 139.8 275.7 253.9 169.3

Transfer from central government minus investment 83.3 106.0 57.9 -27.6 157.2 17.6
a. Balanced budget revenue and balanced budget expenditure are used to develop the balanced budget for the year, in which revenues are equal to expenditures so 
that neither a budget deficit nor a budget surplus exists.

Source: Study team, 2020, based on data downloaded on February 3, 2019, from the Ministry of Finance, Government of Vietnam website. 

Note: An Giang is excluded from the table because only partial data were available from the province.

FIGURE A2.13  Provincial finances, 2010 and 2015 (million $, unless noted)

Item

An Giang Bac Lieu Ben Tre Hau Giang Long An Soc Trang Vinh Long

2010 2015 2010 2015 2010 2015 2010 2015 2010 2015 2010 2015 2010 2015

Total 
investment 
capital

49.9 70.5 na 17.7 120.5 143.1 34.4 22.4 55.1 146.0 44.8 49.8 41.9 43.9

Total budget 
revenue

165.7 205.5 na 158.2 8.9 na 214.6 287.5 294.4 562.6 296.7 619.2 193.9 336.0

Domestic 
revenue

124.2 146.8 na 54.1 44.5 68.4 70.4 64.7 151.1 277.5 40.1 80.3 66.3 123.8

Total budget 
expenditure

280.1 545.9 na 333.9 na na 210.4 259.7 360.6 606.3 286.5 596.4 259.9 441.9

Domestic 
revenue as 
share of total 
budget revenue 
(%)

70 70 na 30 500 na 30 20 50 50 10 10 30 40

Total budget 
expenditure as 
share of total 
budget revenue 
(%)

170 270 na 210 na na 100 90 120 110 100 100 130 130

Source: Study team, 2020, based on data downloaded on February 3, 2019, from the Ministry of Finance, Government of Vietnam website.

Note: No data were available for Bac Lieu in 2010.
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TABLE A2.14   City finances, 2010 and 2015 (million $, unless noted)

Item

Bac Lieua Ben Tre Long Xuyen Soc Tranga Tan Ana Vi Thanh Vinh Long

2010 2015 2010 2015 2010 2015 2010 2010 2010 2015 2010 2015 2010 2015

Total investment capital na na 3.4 2.8 na 4.2 na 109.1 na 2.1 27.0 36.8 2.7 3.8

Total budget revenue na na 7.1 13.5 na 37.3 na 14.7 na 15.5 11.4 23.3 19.8 32.7

Domestic revenue na na na 9.8 8.2 12.5 na na na 15.5 2.2 3.9 6.6 12.5

Total budget expenditure na na 5.6 9.8 na 36.8 na na na 14.9 9.1 20.9 11.4 21.6

Domestic revenue as 
share of total budget 
revenue (%)

na na na 70 na 30 na na na 100 20 20 30 40

Total budget expenditure 
as share of total budget 
revenue (%)

na na 80 70 na 100 na na na 100 80 90 60 70

a. No data were available for these cities.

Source: Study team, 2020, based on data downloaded on February 3, 2019, from the Ministry of Finance, Government of Vietnam website.
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62	 The Ministry of Transportation is calling for investment 
in five big projects of 2,314 billion dong ($100 million): 
Chợ Gạo canal improvement–Phase 2, Co Chien water-
way improvement, Tien River–Ham Luong River water-
way improvement, and Tac Cau and Sa Dec river ports 
improvement. Further, seven build-operate-transfer proj-
ects are under development, with total funding of $290 mil-
lion (6,500 billion dong), to improve other waterways and 
port facilities. MoT is also implementing Man Thit bridge 
construction that will raise clearance; the MoT with World 
Bank support is also preparing the Southern Waterways 
Logistics Corridor project. 
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(bikes and walking) through wide sidewalks and bike lanes 
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routes are subsidized.
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