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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Water-management practices in the Vietnamese Mekong Delta have
predominantly focused on structural development (e.g., dykes) to
support rice-based agricultural production. Given the existing conventional approach, however, many of these eﬀorts have been rendered ineﬀective . This study adopts the policy transfer concept to
investigate how the participatory approach is introduced into the
local institutional system, and how it shapes the construction, operation and management of the North Vam Nao scheme. Results suggest that this allowed stakeholders to engage collaboratively in these
processes. The study contributes an empirical understanding of how
policy transfer enhances institutional capacity for water resources
management in the delta.
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Introduction
Flooding is a hydrological phenomenon that occurs in almost the river deltas around the
world. In the Vietnamese Mekong Delta (VMD), ﬂooding plays a signiﬁcant role in sustaining
agricultural productivity and other livelihood practices of the rural societies (Käkönen, 2008).
Starting in July and reaching a peak in September–October, ﬂoods are not simply
a phenomenon of the higher-than-normal water level rise or spilling over the riverbanks to
cause lowland inundation, they also have multiple ecosystem functions, for instance, supplying fertile sediments for farmers’ ﬁelds, providing ﬁshery sources as well as other aquatic
species, and cleaning pollutants from the ﬁelds (Le, Chu, Miller, & Bach, 2007; Miller, 2007).
Current ﬂooding regimes in the VMD, however, render high uncertainties and complexities
driven by increasingly adverse impacts of climate change, sea level rise and human interventions associated with the surge of hydropower dam development upstream, and side eﬀects of
internal ﬂood-control structures (Dang, Cochrane, Arias, & Van, 2018; Dang, Cochrane, Arias,
Van, & de Vries, 2016; Smajgl et al., 2015; Tran et al., 2018a). This fast-evolving landscape, as
claimed by Tortajada (2014a), makes the management of water resources more challenging.
Societal responses to ﬂooding consist of infrastructure (engineering), behavioural rules and
administrative regulations (institutions) (Wesselink et al., 2015). From the Renovation (Đổi Mới)
starting in 1986 until late 1990s, the central government embarked on the extensive
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development of water infrastructure (Le, Bregt, Halsema, Hellegers, & Nguyen, 2018; Tortajada,
2014b), which serves as the primary approach to reduce poverty and spur economic growth.
Promulgated through the ‘rice everywhere’ campaign, provincial authorities in the VMD were
assigned to implement the policy of rice production in their own ways (Biggs, Miller, Chu, &
Molle, 2009). The early success of community-initiated dykes (e.g., August dykes)1 in An Giang
(Howie, 2011) followed by the release of the central government’s decision in 1996 (e.g.,
Decision No. 99/TTg) on investment of high dykes to control ﬂoods and protect human life
and property (Prime Minister’s Oﬃce, 1996), for instance, have accelerated the building of
numerous water-control projects across the ﬂoodplains (Le, Huynh, Dinh, & Nguyen, 2015;
Nguyen, Dumaresq, & Howie, 2016). According to Miller (2007), these state-led processes
demonstrate the domination of technocratic orientation of water resources development
imposed by the ‘command-and-control’ approach. They also indicated the state’s limited
ability at predicting and controlling water resources (Hoang et al., 2018). As pointed out by
Pahl-Wostl, Jeﬀrey, Isendahl, and Brugnach (2011), technical interventions adopting conventional approaches do not seem to be eﬀective at dealing with challenges of the present and
future. It was evidenced that the hydraulic systems in the VMD have demonstrated much
defect and ineﬃciency, leading to a decline in ecological values in rice production and the
erosion of soil nutrients (Chapman, Darby, Hong, Tompkins, & Van, 2016; Tong, 2017). The
observed failure of this technocratic-based approach implies that not only water engineering
systems (hard measures) and their operation but also an approach (soft measures) that is
applied to govern them play an important role (Tortajada, 2014b). The perception that water
crisis is attributed to failures of governance, not to resources themselves, enables local
governments to seek alternative approaches. This creates opportunities for a paradigm shift
in water management (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2011). For the most part, this is associated with policy
transfer that makes the paradigm shift happen.
Policy transfer, however, is not a novel approach in the VMD. Historical analysis of the
shaping and ‘ﬁxations’ of the delta landscapes has well documented the process of how
various strategic delta planning approaches from other countries have been put in place
in the delta (Biggs, 2011; van Staveren, van Tatenhove, & Warner, 2017). Speciﬁcally, the
ﬁrst delta master plan was linked to eﬀorts made by the Mekong Delta Development
Plan (MDDP) in the late 1960s, which captured the idea from David Lilienthal,
a US engineer and chief architect of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) in the
United States (van Staveren et al., 2017). The later phase of the delta’s planning has
been shaped by the Dutch strategy. This was initially witnessed by the Netherlands Delta
Development Team’s (NDDT) plan implemented by the Dutch government in the early
1970s. The formulation of the Netherlands Development Corporation (NEDECO) plan
almost 20 years later was again advocated by the Dutch experts’ knowledge. This
attempted to reframe the strategies for the delta’s ﬂood management (known as the
‘Dutch strategy’) considering controlled ﬂooding as a key element (van Staveren et al.,
2017). According to the latest Dutch approach, the long-term delta planning proposes
the essential role of adaptation strategies in response to emergent environmental
conditions (Strategic Partnership, 2013; Water Partnership Program, 2012). It is evidenced that while the policy transfer on planning strategies and water governance is
well documented on a delta scale (Can Tho University, 2011; Tran, Dieperink, Van, Otter,
& Hoekstra, 2018c; van Staveren et al., 2017; Waibel et al., 2012), relevant issues have not
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been adequately addressed in the domains of ﬂood management and irrigation on the
local scale, which is of practical implications for local communities.
Drawing on Dolowitz and Marsh’s (2000) concept of policy transfer, this paper
attempts to investigate the lacuna in the contemporary water governance in the VMD,
and how it contextualizes the translation of the participatory approach into the ﬂood
management of the North Vam Nao Water Control Project (thereafter referred to as the
North Vam Nao (NVN) scheme) in An Giang province in the VMD. It argues that policy
transfer, together with other driving factors (e.g., local government’s willingness to
adjust existing institutional systems to enhance capacity for ﬂood management),
enables the setting up of a hybrid governance approach (i.e., integration between the
local hierarchical bureaucracy and the participatory approach), which shapes the formulation and implementation of water management policies on the ground. In presenting this argument, the paper draws on qualitative results from focus group discussions
and in-depth interviews with key informants, illustrating how the policy transfer processes facilitate the modiﬁcation of the local institutional structure conducive to operate
and manage the scheme. The study ﬁndings contribute to advancing the theoretical and
empirical knowledge of policy transfer, suggesting its signiﬁcant implications for institutional change and policy learning in water governance in responding to emerging
environmental complexities in the delta.
The paper is structured as follows. The next section discusses the theoretical framework of
policy transfer, followed by the methodological design of the study. The results and discussion section addresses imperatives for controlling ﬂoods in An Giang province, institutional
conditions enabling the translation of the participatory governance approach into the ﬂood
management practices of the NVN scheme, and policy learning associated with it. The ﬁnal
section concludes with the study implications in the broader contexts of the VMD.

Theoretical framework
Conceptualization of policy transfer
Over the last two decades, a growing body of literature has discussed related concepts
of lesson-drawing, policy diﬀusion and policy transfer (Rose, 1991; Dolowitz & Marsh,
2000; Marsh & Sharman, 2009; Stone, 2012; Carroll & Common, 2013; Mukhtarov, 2014).
Numerous studies focus on transfers either between developed countries or between
the developed and the less developed worlds (Mukhtarov, 2014; Prince, 2010; Stead, de
Jong, & Reinholde, 2008; Zhang & Marsh, 2016). Following this, policy transfer is
conceptualized as a process whereby ‘knowledge about how policies, administrative
arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political setting (past or present) is used in
the development of policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in
another political setting’ (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000, p. 5). Additionally, it involves interpreting the cross-cultural transfer of knowledge about institutions, policies or delivery
systems from one sector or level of governance to another level of governance in
a diﬀerent country (Evans, 2009).
Policy transfers include voluntary and coercive elements. While the former is the
outcome of a deliberate search for fresh knowledge in other countries, the latter
involves situations in which one government pushes or forces another government to
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adopt a policy (Vinke-de Kruijf, Augustijn, & Bressers, 2012). This shows much relevance
of policy transfer in the former approach in the context of ﬂood governance in the VMD,
concerning how the participatory Australian-shaped governance approach, under the
facilitation and ﬁnancial and technical assistance by AusAID (2007),2 was introduced into
the existing institutional conditions that govern the construction, operation and management of the NVN scheme in An Giang province.
Policy transfer is a means for most governments (especially receiving countries) to
improve their capacity for solving problematic situations. For the most part, receiving
countries often avail of this ‘shortcut’ approach or ‘rational choice’ because they do not
always have expertise or capacity available to solve the problems or, as Stead et al.
(2008) noted, they do not have to ‘reinvent the wheel’. In attempts to achieve economic
development goals and address emerging environmental problems, developing countries are confronted with greater pressures on how they can suﬃciently deal with issues
relevant to infrastructure expansion, agricultural intensiﬁcation and water governance
(Seijger et al., 2017). To address these problems, most governments tend to look outside
their government organizations for answers (Evans, 2009). As Rose, 1991, p. 4) put it:
‘Problems that are unique to one country is abnormal. [. . .] Confronted with a common
problem, policy-makers in cities, regional governments and nations can learn from how
their counterparts elsewhere responded.’
Policy transfer sees collaboration as a key approach that helps to address the gaps in
resources and capacity between transferring and receiving countries. In practical terms,
this presents both mutual dependence and complementarity between them. On the one
hand, the receiving country seeks for innovative solutions, but it falls short of capacity
and resources in solving a deﬁned problem. On the other hand, the transferring country
wishes to export their expertise but lacks the authority and context-speciﬁc knowledge
(Vinke-de Kruijf et al., 2012). In this light, the present study examines how the
Vietnamese and Australian experts collaboratively engaged in the processes in building,
operating and managing the NVN scheme in An Giang province. Importantly, this
collaborative engagement allows the incorporation of strands of innovative knowledge
and the adoption of the participatory governance approach from Australian experts into
the local ﬂood management practices, which makes it work properly on the ground.

Policy transfer as a learning process
Policy transfer studies involve past successes and failures, and learning from them
(Stone, 2017). This makes transfer of ideas and institutions an important instrument in
policy development (Hulme, 2005). According to O’Donovan (2017), there is a link
between policy failures and policy learning. In his interpretation, the link depends on
(1) the availability of policy solutions to decision-makers and (2) the way policy is
formulated, decided upon and enacted (p. 539). Put in a slightly diﬀerent way, Stone
(2012) posits that failures in transferring policies and practices are closely associated
with their incompatibility with legal and social systems in host countries. With reference
to ﬂood-risks governance, Zia and Glantz (2012) claimed that while there exists a huge
potential for adopting one government’s approach in terms of transfer of good practices, lessons learned and eﬀective mitigation strategies to address ﬂood risks, the
policy-learning process associated with this is highly dynamic, context speciﬁc and
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cannot seamlessly be transferred from one place to another. These suggest that policy
learning is an integral part of the policy transfer process.
Policy learning involves how local institutional systems inﬂuence decision-making,
and how the engagement of various ‘epistemic communities’ results in lessons learned
through shared learning processes (Dunlop, 2009). It is signiﬁcantly important in the
socio-political and environmental context in the VMD, especially in the case of ﬂood
governance of the NVN scheme. This study will address how policy learning is characterized, and how it provides important implications for the construction, operation
and management of ﬂood-control schemes in other parts of the delta.

Research methods
Selection of the case study
From 2002 to 2007, under an oﬃcial agreement between the Australian and Vietnamese
governments, the NVN scheme was implemented in Phu Tan and Tan Chau districts, An
Giang province. It was funded and supervised directly through AusAID and the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD), with the total value of approximately US
$900,000 (Le et al., 2015). The main objective of the scheme was to assist An Giang province
in establishing and operating an eﬀective water management system, which is socially and
environmentally sustainable and alleviating poverty in the project area (AusAID, 2007). In
this study, the NVN scheme was selected because it presents an illustrative example of how
policy transfer facilitates the modiﬁcation of the local institutional systems that allows for
the translation of the participatory Australian governance approach into the local ﬂood
management. It is the ﬁrst project in the VMD that suggests how policy transfer enables the
introduction and operation of the novel water-governance approach following the decentralization process in Vietnam (AusAID, 2007; Fritzen, 2006).
Situated in a ﬂat and low-lying area between the Tien (Mekong) and Hau (Bassac)
rivers, the NVN scheme occupies nearly 31,000 ha of the natural land area (AusAID,
2007). It spans 22 rural communes in the two districts: (1) Phu Tan in the south (83% of
the area) and (2) Tan Chau in the north (17% of the area) of An Giang province (An Giang
People’s Committee, 2012). The scheme area is home to about 319,000 inhabitants
(AusAID, 2007) who live mainly on rice-based agriculture and/or ﬂood-based activities
(e.g., wild ﬁsh capture, collection of aquatic species/vegetables during the ﬂood season).
The scheme is grounded on natural levees on the riverbanks and is also surrounded by
closed dykes. It includes a ring dyke of 100 km and internal dykes of 300 km together with 16
major sluices and 40 culverts along the ring-dyke, and the interior canal and dyke networks
(Le et al., 2015), embracing the irrigation and ﬂood-control systems of 23 compartments.3
Following the scheme operation, the irrigation system has been put into use since 2008.
As part of the NVN scheme, Phu Xuan commune, which belongs to Phu Tan district,
An Giang province, was selected in this study (Figure 1). The commune has a total land
area of about 1837 ha, of which 90% is devoted to agriculture (Phu Xuan People’s
Committee, 2013). Located in the upper part of the ﬂoodplains, this area is annually
exposed to high ﬂood inundation. Phu Xuan commune has four compartments surrounded by high dyke systems. Since Phu Xuan falls within the geographical boundary
of the NVN scheme, its agricultural production (e.g., the practice of the 3-3-2 rice
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Figure 1. Location map of the North Vam Nao scheme in An Giang province and the study site (Phu
Xuan commune) (marked by a red asterisk).
Source: Adapted from Tran and Weger (2017).

cropping rotation) and operations of ﬂood-control and irrigation systems are strictly
bound to the overall scheme’s rules.

Stakeholder interviews and analysis
This study employed two primary qualitative research techniques to investigate the
social and biophysical characteristics of the scheme in the study site. It involved conducting focus group discussions with local household groups (on- and oﬀ-farm) within
the scheme and in-depth interviews with key informants across the provincial, district
and communal levels. Purposive sampling and snowball sampling approaches were
used to approach the key respondents (Liamputtong, 2013). The key informants
recruited for the study included local government oﬃcials and water resources and
agriculture experts who were directly involved in the design, construction, operation
and management of the scheme. Each in-depth interview was conducted face to face
and lasted for about 1 hour. Table 1 outlines the research methods, recruitment of
respondents, and collection of qualitative information and respective analysis
approaches for the study.
The paper undertook an extensive review of policy documents, journal articles and
annual reports relevant to ﬂood and irrigation management in the VMD at the national,
regional and provincial levels. This involved an intensive desk study to understand how
the Vietnamese government policies, including government legislations (Nguyen, 2012),
came into play with the practices of water control and irrigation in association with
farming communities’ needs in farming production. While a case study-oriented
approach was undertaken (Yin, 2014), the qualitative and interpretative analysis of

In-depth
interviews

Methods
Focus group
discussions

Approaches for recruiting respondents for interRespondents involved
views and analysis
Qualitative information gathered
Household groups involved in on- and Participatory approaches applied for recruiting
Livelihood activities of farmers within compartments and the North Vam
oﬀ-farm activities in Phu Xuan
respondents
Nao (NVN) scheme
commune
Thematic analysis of collected information
Community engagement in the building, operation and management of
(Neuman, 2011) assisted by NVivo software
the scheme
(Bazeley, 2007)
Communication with various actors involved in the operation and
management of the scheme through dyke maintenance activities and
irrigation services
Government oﬃcials across provincial, Purposive sampling and snowball sampling
History of the construction of the NVN scheme and compartments within
district and communal levels,
(Liamputtong, 2013)
the scheme
including:
Thematic analysis of collected information
Operation of the scheme during the ﬂood season
Oﬃce of Agriculture and Rural
(Neuman, 2011) assisted by NVivo software
Communication patterns and collaboration among bodies in the NVN
Development, Phu Tan district;
(Bazeley, 2007)
scheme
Scheme Management Board (SMB);
Practices of ‘3 years, 8 crops’ (3-3-2 cropping rotation) patterns under the
Sub-Department of Water Resources,
scheme regulations
An Giang province;
Complaint procedures associated with dyke management and irrigation
Compartment Management Board
services and ways to address the issues
(CMB), Phu Xuan;
Water quality in canals and sediment deposition within the NVN scheme
Vice Chairman of Phu Xuan commune;
Implications of the NVN scheme in future ﬂood conditions
Irrigation and Drainage Service Unit
(IDSUs), Phu Xuan;
Vice Director of the North Vam Nao
Enterprise for Hydraulics and
Agriculture;
rice farmers; and eel farmers

Table 1. Summary of the research methods and key respondents.
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information from the desk study and that collected during the ﬁeldwork provides
evidence for gaining better insights into the rationale behind the construction of the
NVN scheme in An Giang province.
Thematic analysis of interview texts was used as the primary strategy for this study,
which was assisted by the use of NVivo software (Bazeley, 2007). Neuman’s (2011)
approach was then applied to perform open coding, axial coding and selective coding,
organizing interview texts into conceptual categories from which themes were drawn.
Content analysis was also implemented on a wide range of documents (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005), including government policies and scientiﬁc reports relevant to the
processes of building, operation and management of the NVN scheme. These sources of
information provide important understanding of the study context.

Results and discussion
Flood control as an imperative for local intensive rice production
Given the biophysical and geographical characteristics of An Giang province, particularly
of the two districts (Phu Tan and Tan Chau), the region is annually exposed to high
ﬂoods. As such, the building of dyke embankments (e.g., ﬂood-control schemes) to
protect crops was very costly. An interview with a member of the Scheme
Management Board (SMB) explained that this structural system was highly demanding
for regulating ﬂood ﬂows and providing irrigation water for rice production. However, it
was envisaged that it would be a big challenge if such closed control systems were
operated by a conventional governance approach, which has so far exposed numerous
ﬂaws in operation and management practices (Duong, 2006; Nguyen et al., 2016). This
suggested that a more ﬂexible structure system operated by a participatory governance
approach was particularly needed. Facilitated by AusAID, the building of the NVN
scheme involved the investment in advanced water engineering infrastructure together
with the inclusion of the Australian expertise and the participatory governance approach
that supports the design, operation and management of the whole system.
The NVN scheme contributes to building an integrated ﬂood-control and irrigation
system to meet demands for intensive agricultural production (Figure 2). This aimed to
improve the livelihood conditions and the well-being of the local inhabitants (AusAID,
2007). Protected by the scheme, farmers in Phu Xuan commune can actively engage in
a variety of farming activities during the ﬂood season. As expressed by a local government oﬃcial, sticky rice was the major crop as it was better suited to local soil conditions
and brought higher proﬁts compared with other cash crops in the area.
The regulation of cropping systems in Phu Xuan commune complies with that of the
entire scheme which adopted the ‘3 years, 8 crops’ (3-3-2 cropping rotation) pattern, as
stipulated in An Giang People’s Committee’s (2007a) Decision (No. 76/2007/QD-UBND)
on cropping calendar in the province. In compliance with this decision, local farmers
cultivated eight consecutive rice crops within three years, leaving the third crop
(autumn–winter crop) in the third year unplanted. The third crop is made available for
the release of ﬂoodwaters into rice ﬁelds, which aims to replenish soil fertility, sustain inﬁeld ﬁsh stocks, control pests and wash away toxic chemicals from previous crops
(Nguyen et al., 2016). An interview with the Vice Chairman of Phu Xuan commune
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Figure 2. Compartment dyke and farming systems in Phu Xuan commune.
Source: Thong Anh Tran, 2016.

indicated that the short-term availability of ﬂoodwaters within ﬂooded compartments
(August–October) and surrounding canal systems provide favourable conditions for poor
households to engage in ﬁshing or collecting wild aquatic products for additional
income during the ﬂood season.

Translating the participatory approach into local ﬂood management
The decentralization process in water resources management since 1986 has provided
the unprecedented autonomy for the delta’s governments to decide on the service
provision and maintenance of structural systems (Waibel, 2010). Following this, as part of
a broader strategy of their (ﬁscal) decentralization, the Vietnamese government has
shifted the cost of maintaining canals and other infrastructure previously borne by
central government to provincial governments and private landowners. As noted by
Tran and Bui (2010), decentralization is an important mechanism because local government is deemed more accountable to its constituencies than to a distant and weak
national government. It was argued that local authorities have better understanding of
their local conditions, and therefore are in a better position to formulate and implement
economic development (Bach, 2003). It was evidenced that such policy changes somehow challenged local authorities, but enabled them to ﬁnd new cooperation models to
meet their needs (Biggs et al., 2009). These processes were actualized not only by
constructing new water infrastructure but also by formulating a new organizational
unit responsible for it (Suhardiman, Giordano, Rap, & Wegerich, 2014).
In 1992, the MARD commissioned AusAID to assist the construction of the NVN
scheme in An Giang province (AusAID, 2007). The government of Australia oﬃcially
approved of the implementation of the project in late 1998 (Table 2). In the ﬁrst phase of
the project, several technical engineering, institutional and resourcing aspects to reduce
risks and improve prospects for sustainability were reviewed. In the second phase, the
technical design assessment together with an intensive process of stakeholder and
community consultations for selecting the scheme design, identifying the scheme
location, and preparing for the integrated water management plan (IWMP) (AusAID,
2007). This included in three main work areas: (1) implementation of the construction
plan; (2) setting up of the management arrangements for the NVN scheme; and (3)
implementation of the Environment and Social Management Fund (ESMF).
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Table 2. Processes of building the North Vam Nao (NVN) scheme and compartments in Phu Xuan
commune.
Year
1982
1984
1994
1998
1999
2000
2003
2004
2005
2007
2012

Activities
Conducting the initial survey of the NVN scheme
Establishment of Phu Xuan commune
Development of low dyke systems to protect local summer–autumn crops
Government of Australia approved the implement of the NVN project
Pilot tests of high dyke systems in neighbouring compartments in Tan Hoa and Phu An communes
Termination of the ﬁrst component of the NVN scheme and preparation for the second one
Approval between AusAID and An Giang province for the implementation of the second component of the
NVN scheme
Structuring the institutional arrangements for management and operation of the scheme
Construction of the compartments of the NVN scheme in Phu Xuan
Introduction of the triple rice (3-3-2 cropping rotation) pattern in the NVN scheme compartments
Completion of the overall scheme testing

Sources: AusAID (2007); focus group discussions; and in-depth interviews (2013–14).

The NVN scheme was the ﬁrst project to be implemented following the exercise of
the decentralization process in the 2000s. The national agenda in public administration
reforms, decentralization and regulations on grassroots democracy at the local level
allowed the integration of the participatory approach into the conventional institutional
framework of ﬂood management (AusAID, 2007). Together with the establishment of
this novel governance approach, oﬃcial documents at the district and provincial levels
were released to direct the process and assisted the implementation of water management policies on the ground. They focused mainly on decentralization and key aspects
of management, exploitation and protection of irrigation works in the NVN system
(Table 3). This characterizes the key principles of the participatory irrigation management (PIM) approach, which allowed the transfer of irrigated water management rights
into local communities (Bach, 2002) and promoted the participation of rural communities in the local decision-making process (Vo, Tran, & Luong, 2017).
This case study echoes Pahl-Wostl et al.’s (2011) view that a new water management
paradigm represents a new balance between bottom-up and top-down processes,
through which narrow stakeholder participation is replaced by broad stakeholder participation. The transferred Australian governance approach into the local ﬂood management arrangements practically allows for extensive engagement of relevant stakeholders
into the decision-making processes, from design to operation and management of the
scheme. Importantly, it brought state actors (local governments, SMB) and rural societies

Table 3. Oﬃcial documents guiding the construction and operation of the North Vam Nao (NVN)
scheme.
Decision number
No. 1779/QD-UBND dated 12 September 2006,
signed by An Giang People's Committee (2006)
No. 44/2007/QD-UBND dated 27 August 2007,
signed by An Giang People's Committee (2007b)
No. 55/2010/QD-UBND dated 17 November 2010
signed by An Giang People's Committee (2010)
No. 1687/QD-UBND dated 17 May 2010, signed by
Phu Tan People’s Committee (2010)

Main content
Decision on the establishment of the Management Board for
the NVN scheme
Decision on regulations on decentralizing management and
exploitation of works under the NVN scheme
Promulgating regulations on management, exploitation and
protection of irrigation works in An Giang province
Promulgating regulation on organization and operation of
sub-regional irrigation management in the NVN system in
Phu Tan district
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(rice farmers) together into shared responsibility, understanding and collective actions
towards addressing ﬂoodwaters and irrigation issues on the ground.
This study identiﬁed the prominent role of AusAID in facilitating the translation of the
participatory approach into the local governance system. Informed by the novel governance
approach, multiple sources of knowledge (including scientiﬁc and local knowledge) were
integrated into local decision-making processes. In this regard, AusAID performed as
a bridging organization4 that facilitated the institutional change into the participatory
governance approach to manage the scheme (Tran & Rodela, 2019). A representative
from the irrigation management enterprise (IME) operating in Phu Tan district expressed:
Australian experts worked closely with local communities. They sought local communities’
advice to determine locations for sluice installment. It is evident that the sluices have not
caused any operational problems since the NVN scheme was put into use until now.

Policy ideas travel across the world, moving from one context to another. As such, innovative ideas or models could be shared and applied. This explained why the policy transfer
outcomes could be more successful in some cases than in others (Ettelt, Mays, & Nolte,
2012). Qualitative analysis in this study suggested that the successful integration of the
participatory approach into the operation and management of the NVN scheme was
attributed to four major factors. First, it was supported by the decentralization process
that allowed the provincial authority (e.g., An Giang People’s Committee) to have greater
autonomy in decision-making, such as outsourcing external expertise to support local
development policy (AusAID, 2007; Doan, 2010). Second, the governance approach was
tailored to ﬁt the local institutional context of ﬂood management. Some administrative
reforms in terms of setting up new entities (e.g., compartment management boards – CMBs)
were simultaneously implemented. This was linked to the third factor that perceived local
leadership as a key element in enabling the translation process. It reﬂected the strategic
vision of local authorities in evaluating transferred ideas, ensuring how they contributed to
local objectives and contexts (Fawcett & Marsh, 2013), and using them to enhance their
capacity in the scheme operation and management. In other words, it demonstrated not
only the strong leadership at the central level (Chu, Suhardiman, & Le, 2014), but also the
strategic decisions made by local authorities that contributed largely to how water should
be governed (Ha, Dieperink, Van, Otter, & Hoekstra, 2018). This moved beyond the boundary
of the conventional approach (i.e., the top-down approach) characterized by limited vertical
and horizontal integration and minimal public participation (Ha et al., 2018). Fourth, the
operation process of the scheme suggests the full recognition of collective ownerships
shared by the local government and farming communities who directly beneﬁt the scheme
(AusAID, 2007). Qualitative evidence suggested that the novel governance approach implemented in the NVN provides enabling conditions for shared learning among the involved
actors to improve local performance in ﬂood management (AusAID, 2007). To demonstrate
its eﬃcacy, a staﬀ member from the SMB noted:
The ways the NVN scheme is governed follow the bottom-up approach. This means that
farmers play an important role in operating and managing the scheme. In terms of its
operation, the scheme provides convenient waterways during the ﬂood season. It allows the
release of ﬂoodwaters into the system, controls water pollution, replenishes soil fertility, and
sustains the growth of in-ﬁeld wild ﬁsh.
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Institutional structure for the operation of the innovative governance approach
The policy transfer in the case study of the NVN resulted in the formation of a hybrid
governance approach that underpins the design, operation and management of ﬂoods and
irrigation of the scheme. It is speciﬁcally characterized by an integrated component
between local hierarchical bureaucracy and the participatory ﬂood management shaped
by Australian expertise (Figure 3). Underpinned by this approach, the scheme involved
various stakeholder groups in its organizational structure. As speciﬁed in Decision No. 44/
2007/QD-UBND, an SMB was established, which operates under the administration of the
provincial people’s committee and is responsible for overall operation and management of
the scheme (An Giang People’s Committee, 2007b). This entity is composed of 16 members
representing provincial government agencies and the other 23 compartment representatives in the scheme. CMBs provide support to the decision-making process of the whole
system. They deﬁne themselves as social organizations, elected by local farming communities, and represent their privileges in supervising irrigation and drainage services and
managing and maintaining dykes and interior canal systems within assigned compartments. Subordinate to the SMB, the irrigation management company (IMC) is responsible
for the technical operation and management of the scheme and its infrastructure (canals,
dykes, culverts, sluices). As a subsidiary to the IMC, the IME takes charge of operating and
maintaining the scheme and its relevant infrastructure in the district. Lastly, the irrigation
and drainage service units (IDSUs)5 work as private enterprisers that are assigned to provide
irrigation and drainage services for local farmers.
The governance system of the NVN scheme characterizes a highly logical structure,
indicating the high-level performance of project management, coordination and supervision bodies and mechanisms. During its operation, the participatory approach contributed
substantially to strengthening a sense of ownership as well as commitment of partners and
local communities to the performance of the scheme (Le et al., 2015). This particularly
highlighted the prominent role of the CMBs that not only account for the operation and
management of internal infrastructure but also provide important communication channels
where they can address issues in their compartments with the SMB, commune government
oﬃcials, IDSUs and farmers (AusAID, 2007; Doan, 2010). They also serve as intermediaries
who coordinate the interaction between farmers and providers of irrigation and drainage
services and resolve possible conﬂicts (Nguyen et al., 2016). This working mechanism creates
an open learning platform for communication and shared knowledge, thus contributing
signiﬁcant impacts into the eﬃcient operation of the scheme.
Directed by the participatory approach, the NVN scheme operates diﬀerently from its
counterparts in the VMD. Administratively, while the adjacent closed dyke system in Kien
An commune (Cho Moi district, An Giang) is predominantly subject to commune
boundaries, the NVN scheme adheres to responsibilities set at compartment boundaries
(Nguyen et al., 2016). Analysis of the ﬂood-control schemes in Phu Thanh B commune
(Tam Nong district, Dong Thap province) and Thoi Hung commune (Co Do district, Can
Tho city) suggested that, directed by the conventional governance approach, the
operation and management of the systems are predominantly controlled by the local
government (Tran, 2016). This simultaneously presented the limited participation of
farming communities in formally engaging in the decision-making processes and raising
their voice to address ﬂood management and irrigation issues. Contrary to Chu et al.’s
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Figure 3. Institutional and operational framework of the North Vam Nao scheme.
Source: Thong Anh Tran, 2016.

(2014) argument that farmers could to some extent beneﬁt from government policy
without any form of participation, this study conﬁrmed that the working mechanism
promoted by the governance system of the NVN scheme allows stakeholders to engage
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fully in collective learning processes and collaboratively resolve problems. In collaborating with the CMBs, farmers can openly articulate their concerns, which are minimally
found in other schemes where the conventional approach is implemented (Tran, Pittock,
& Tuan, 2018b). Undoubtedly, this creates incentives to the overall performance of the
scheme. A head of a CMB in Phu Xuan commune indicated that:
Farmers call on me whenever they have problems. The problem is mostly relevant to the
performance of internal dykes within the scheme or the provision of irrigation and drainage
services. As the Head of the Compartment Management Board, I am supposed to arrive at
the ﬁeld site, investigate the problem, and work with the communal government and the
Irrigation and Drainage Service Units to resolve it.

Policy learning in the policy-transfer process
Policy learning is closely connected to policy transfer (Stone, 2012). The policy learning in
the case of the NVN scheme presents much evidence of lessons learned. This reﬂects
dominant practices of adaptive ﬂood management, which helped to regulate how ﬂood
management and structural development policies have been formulated and reframed over
time, especially in the initial stage of the scheme construction (e.g., removing unsuitable
sluice systems to ensure the overall design and operation of the scheme). Driven by the
national food security policy together with the strong push by the central government in
intensive rice production (Chu et al., 2014), the operation of the scheme however has
recently caused water pollution inside the compartments due to the overuse of agrochemicals by farmers (interview with an eel farmer in Phu Xuan, 2013). It was also evidenced that
the dyke systems surrounding the scheme caused decline in sediment loads into rice ﬁelds
due to the restriction of ﬂood level to ensure the safety inside the scheme (interview with
the head of the CMB in Phu Xuan, 2013). This suggested that, apart from the water-control
objectives, policies for water quality management (e.g., operation of sluice gates) and
continued supply of ﬂuvial sediments for agricultural production in the compartments
during the ﬂood season need to be taken into account.
Policy learning is associated with how institutional constraints could be realized and
addressed. In the present study, the policy learning processes present the acknowledgement of diﬀerences in local and external value systems and priorities and ways to
integrate them into a novel governing mechanism to eﬀectively operate and manage
the scheme. This indicated a deliberative process in mediating the heterogeneous values
into the agreed-upon approaches and practices. As noted by Grotenbreg and
Altamirano (2017), the most prevalent dilemma lies at the interface between traditional
values and eﬃciency-related values, which in the case of the NVN has important
implications for the formation and operation of the new governance system and making
it work. This illustrates ways the external institutional values were sensibly tailored in
order to make it appropriately transferred into the local institutional structure.
Policy learning has come with a debate of how the innovative governance paradigm
of the NVN scheme could be considered as a ‘best practice’ to be deployed and
extrapolated to other areas in the VMD. This involved critical considerations of whether
the new governance system complies with willingness and development strategies
prioritized by local governments, environmental conditions, and resources needed to
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make it possible. Considering water governance strategies, the scheme extrapolation
must consider their relevance, usefulness and replicability within a speciﬁc context
(Biswas & Tortajada, 2010). Failures to take these aspects into account may lead to
counter-productive outcomes.

Conclusions
This study adopted Dolowitz and Marsh’s (2000) policy transfer concept to examine the
translation of the participatory governance approach into the ﬂood management of the
NVN scheme. It contributes to the understanding of how transferred policy could be seen
as a ‘common practice’ that enables policy-makers to adopt external expertise to solve
their own problems. The transferred policy in the case of the NVN scheme not only
supports the mobilization of the privileged sources of capital, expertise and experiences
from Australian experts but also helps to set up an innovative governance system that
builds on the participatory approach in operating and managing the scheme. The case
provided a typical example of how the policy transfer enabled a change in the local water
governance system that better supports ﬂood management and irrigation in the VMD.
The study identiﬁed four major factors that have substantial contribution to the
construction, operation and management of the NVN scheme. The exercise of decentralization process provided an open space for local governments to make decisions that
ﬁt the local development context. This particularly highlighted the important role of
local leaderships and enterprise in incorporating the translation of external expertise,
values, and approach into the local water governance framework and making it work.
The dynamic interactions between social actors in the scheme operation and management processes provide better understanding of how the policy transfer provides more
open space in which the actors coordinate in sharing and exchange of knowledge and
experiences to improve the local practices. Lastly, the study demonstrated an important
aspect of collective ownerships shared by the local government, farming communities,
and relevant stakeholders in the decision-making process.
It is evident that the complexities of water governance in the VMD driven by
incremental impacts of climate change, sea level rise and hydropower development
upstream present even greater challenges to the rural societies. Solutions to these
‘wicked’ problems require collaborative eﬀorts among multiple stakeholders including
governmental authorities, scientists, natural resources and environmental management agencies and local communities. The NVN case study, to a certain degree,
reveals the relative signiﬁcance of the polycentric approach in water governance
(Chu et al., 2014). The collaborative engagement of various stakeholders in the
operation and management processes of the scheme conﬁrms how the novel governance approach opens unprecedented opportunities for shared learning to improve its
performance.
Drawing on the NVN case study, the study contributed to conﬁrming the vital
importance of policy learning. This demonstrates how the adaptive management
approach contributed to reframing the ﬂood management and irrigation practices.
Importantly, the study illuminates the plausible combination of both ‘hard’ (engineering
scheme) and ‘soft’ (institutional arrangements) solutions in ﬂood management. Given
the widespread climate change and human-made impacts (e.g., dyke building,
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hydropower development in the Mekong Basin) that pose critical challenges to the longterm development strategies of the VMD, it is recommended that the NVN scheme be
considered as a ‘model’, of which the institutional structure and approach for water
governance could be transferred to other parts of the VMD.

Notes
1. ‘August dykes’ (also called semi-dykes or low dykes – đê tháng Tám) concentrate mostly
in the upper parts of the ﬂoodplains. They are built to protect summer–autumn rice
crops (vụ Hè-Thu) from ﬂoods up to the harvesting period (August), but allow ﬂood
ingress afterwards.
2. AusAID is the former name of the Department of Foreign Aﬀairs and Trade (DFAT) of
Australia.
3. There was an adjustment of compartments in the NVN scheme. The merging of compartments 20 and 22, which covered three adjacent communes (Hiep Xuong, Phu Xuan and Phu
Hung) of Phu Tan district, reduced the total number of compartments from 24 to 23 in the
scheme.
4. The term ‘bridging organization’, which was derived from adaptive co-management in
social–ecological systems, refers to knowledge generation and collaborative learning in
environmental issues. See Hahn, Olsson, Folke, and Johansson (2006) for more details.
5. The IDSUs refer to the local pumping groups or cooperative groups (tổ hợp tác), which are
in charge of providing irrigation and drainage services to the rural farming community.
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