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Abstract 

The rural population of the Mekong Delta is facing increasing problems due to the contamination of 
domestic water sources. Around half of the population lacks year round access to clean water. In 
combination with bad hygiene behaviour and poor sanitation there is a high risk for water-related 
diseases. On the policy level, microcredit schemes have globally become a popular element in addressing 
such problems. The present paper analyses the effectiveness of such a microcredit programme for rural 
water supply and sanitation in the context of the rural Mekong Delta in Vietnam. It is concluded that the 
programme has a positive effect with regard to the safer disposal of human excreta and the water 
quality in rivers and canals. However, the programme has only a marginal impact on poverty reduction as 
it reaches only better-off households that already have access to clean water. On a more general level, 
the paper shows how the outcome of rural water supply and sanitation policies are strongly influenced 
by a system of local ecological, technological and social settings, in particular by the interests of 
involved stakeholders. The authors finally challenge the common assumption that water supply and 
sanitation should in all circumstances be integrated into the same policies. 
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1. Introduction 

Vietnam’s Mekong Delta is characterised by a rapid agricultural and industrial development and a high 
population growth occurring since the late 1980s. The rapid economic development has taken place 
without adequate measures for the sustainability of natural resource use. Today, the population is facing 
increasing problems due to the contamination of domestic water sources: around half of the population 
lacks year round access to clean water (GSO 2006: 310ff.). Access to clean water is especially 
problematic in rural areas without public water supply networks, and in the dry season, when rain water 
is not available. In combination with bad hygiene behaviour, and poor sanitation – only 26% of 
households have hygienic latrines (MoH/UNICEF 2007) – the risk for diseases is high.  

Millennium Development Goal (MDG) number 7C calls for halving the proportion of people without 
sustainable access to clean drinking water and basic sanitation by 20151

Achieving MDG target no. 7C is also closely related to achieving other MDGs. Above all, access to safe 
water and hygienic sanitation has a strong impact on poverty reduction in that household livelihood 
security is based on the health of its members. Moreover, it is related to goals on child and maternal 
mortality, education, hunger, gender equality, and environmental sustainability (UNDP 2005: 18).  

.Water-related diseases are the 
most common cause of illness and death among the poor in developing countries. They go back to two 
transmission routes: waterborne disease transmission occurs by drinking contaminated water and 
typically leads to diseases such as diarrhoea, typhoid and intestinal worms. Water-washed diseases are 
caused by insufficient clean water for washing and personal hygiene, which causes skin and eye 
infections (UNDP 2005: 17; WHO/UNICEF 2009).  

For Vietnam, the core national policy with regard to MDG target no. 7C is the ‘National Rural Clean 
Water and Sanitation Strategy’ (NRWSS), which was approved just before the UN Millennium 
Declaration in the year 2000. As responsibilities for urban and rural water supply are separated in 
Vietnam, and the problem is especially evident in rural areas, the programme is targeted to rural areas 
only. The main responsible agency for implementation is the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (MARD), including its sub-branches and departments2. The national goal is to provide all 
rural people with sufficient clean water and hygienic latrines by 2020 (MoC/MARD 2000: 11). For the 
period of 2006-2010, the ‘Rural Water Supply and Sanitation National Target Programme II’ (RWSS NTP 
II) is the main programme for implementing the NRWSS. It aims to provide 85% of the rural population 
with clean water (60lcd), 70% of rural households with hygienic latrines and 100% of rural schools, 
clinics and other public institutions with clean water and hygienic latrines. The programme is supported 
by a consortium of three international donors – Denmark, Australia and the Netherlands - and follows 
the main principles of cost-recovery, demand-responsiveness and socialisation3

Due to the finance gap in the RWSS sector and the paradigm of cost-recovery, microcredit schemes have 
globally become a popular element of RWSS policies in recent years. As an element of the NRWSS, the 
Vietnamese government approved a loan programme for RWSS in April 2004 (GoV No. 62/2004/QD-TTg), 
which aims to “increase quickly the rate of rural households having access to clean water and hygienic 
constructions [i.e. sanitation facilities, NR]” (VBSP 2008).  

.  

While water supply has been a policy issue for development agencies for many years, sanitation has only 
recently reached the focus of global policy makers. International donors increasingly emphasise the need 
for national governments to put special attention on sanitation, as “sanitation has often been given 
distant consideration behind planning for water supply” (IRC 2003: 23). Also in Vietnam, donors in RWSS 

                                                   
1 The target on water supply and sanitation is one of the indicators in MDG Goal number 7: “Ensure environmental 
sustainability”. Goal number 7 further calls for the inclusion of sustainable development into country policies, the 
reduction of biodiversity loss, and the improvement of lives of slum dwellers 
(http://www.undp.org/mdg/goal7.shtml). 
2 On provincial level, the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) 
3 ‘Socialisation’ refers to the goal of leveraging additional funds for financing RWSS from the private sector, 
including private business and local communities/households (SRV 2006: 10f.). 



 

steadily emphasise the importance of including sanitation into water supply, which is illustrated by 
statements like the following. 

“Without sanitation, water supply means nothing. [...] The water supply is there, so now the 
focus is on sanitation.” (UNICEF project officer, Hanoi, 18.02.09) 

“For water supply technology, the government seems more and more capable, but 
sanitation and hygiene is the problem.” (UNICEF project officer, Ho Chi Minh City, 28.08.08) 

“Sanitation is forgotten in NTP, and it is still very much lacking. [...] People turn to tend into 
water. Water supply is easy.”4

Research on water and sanitation has already pointed out that “policy debates and often generalised, 
globalised arguments that underpin them often remain disconnected from the everyday experiences of 
the poor”; moreover, it has been argued that current approaches fail to address the challenge of the 
‘liquid dynamics’ in WSS systems: “the patterns of complexity and interaction between the social, 
technological and ecological/hydrological dimensions of water and sanitation systems” (METHA ET AL. 
2007: 2).  

 (AusAID programme officer, Hanoi, 27.05.08) 

The present paper tries to link to this debate by analysing the VBSP microcredit programme as part 
of the RWSS policy of the Vietnamese government. First, it aims to analyse the programme’s 
effectiveness and whether it reaches its goals. In doing so, it contributes to the question if and in 
which way microfinance is a useful approach for solving the financing gap in RWSS. However, the 
paper goes beyond mere policy evaluation in that it shows how the local outcome of RWSS policies 
is strongly connected to those ‘liquid dynamics’ in water supply and sanitation systems, which are 
strongly influenced by local ecological, technological and social settings, but in particular by the 
interests of involved stakeholders. 

Figure 1: Study area Can Tho City 

 

Source: ZEF-WISDOM 

                                                   
4 Statements from interviews with international donor agencies involved in RWSS in Vietnam.  



 

The paper is part of a larger PhD research project on the policy of rural water supply and sanitation in 
Vietnam that uses a case study approach in order to identify variables and causal mechanisms that affect 
policy-making in the RWSS sector. The PhD is carried out within the German-Vietnamese research 
project WISDOM5

Figure 1
. One of the provinces of the Mekong Delta, Can Tho City, was chosen for the case 

study (see ). Field research was carried out between April 2008 and March 2009. The present 
paper draws on 28 semi-structured interviews that were conducted with officials on four administrative 
levels (commune, district, province and national government), staff of donor agencies as well as 
households in three rural communes6

2. Water supply and sanitation in Can Tho 

. It is amended by relevant literature, secondary statistics and 
newspaper articles from the Vietnamese press.  

2.1 Food security, modernisation and water crisis  

Beginning with major economic reforms in the middle of the 1980s (doi moi), the Mekong Delta has 
witnessed fast economic development in the last 20 years. Out of a situation of famine in the 1970s, 
Vietnam has developed to being one of the largest rice export nations in the world today, in which the 
Mekong Delta is the centre of rice production (MILLER 2005: 175). Along with this development, 
population has dramatically increased and is still growing. In 2007, the Mekong Delta had a population 
of 17.5 million (GSO 2009a). 

Can Tho City was separated from Hau Giang province and established as a separate administrative unit in 
2004. In spite of its administrative city status, many areas remain peri-urban or rural, with a large share 
of the population depending on agriculture for their livelihoods. Can Tho is densely populated with 836 
people/km² (GSO 2009b). However, there are no hamlets or villages in the sense of spatially concentrated 
population agglomerations, as the settlement pattern is organised along the dense network of rivers and 
canals. The area has been described as “river-water civilisation” (LE ET AL. 2007). 

As surface water is naturally abundant in the Mekong Delta, people traditionally take the river or canal 
water in front of their house for drinking and domestic water use. The water is usually prepared for 
household use with a crystal stone (alum), which flocculates the sediments in the water. However, the 
surface water is contaminated due to different pollution sources.   

For defecation, people traditionally use fishpond or river toilets. A fishpond toilet basically consists of 
two planks which are installed above the pond, surrounded by a visual cover made of leaves, plastic 
sheets or other materials (see Picture 1). A CPH7

“The people like to raise fish in this way because they think it grows faster.” (Head of Office, 
CPH Can Tho, 05.06.08) 

 official explains that installing the toilets above ponds 
serves an economic aim. 

                                                   
5 WISDOM = Water Related Information System for the Sustainable Development of the Mekong Delta, Vietnam. 
The research project is funded by the German Ministry for Education and Research (BMBF) 
(www.wisdom.caf.dlr.de). 
6 The communes are Thanh Quoi in Vinh Thanh district, Truong Long in Phong Dien district, and Truong Xuan in Co 
Do district.  
7 CPH = Centre for Preventive Health. CPH is an agency under the Department of Health on provincial level. 



 

Picture 1: Fishpond toilet 

 
 

The water of fishponds is regularly released into the river or canal for exchanging the water. According 
to authorities, one third of the waste is eaten by the fish, and two thirds are released into rivers and 
canals. If the household has no fishpond, the excreta are directly disposed into the river or canal. Current 
sanitation practices pose a health risk as excreta contaminate the water resource used for drinking and 
other domestic activities.  

Besides human excreta, surface water resources have been increasingly polluted through the use of 
chemical pesticides and fertiliser for agricultural production, like typical statements from rural 
households illustrate. 

“It is very dirty from fertilisers and pesticides, even the fish are dead.” (Household interview, 
Truong Xuan commune, Co Do district, 21.10.08) 

“The water is very polluted. In the flood season, the pesticides flow into the river. I am 
afraid of that.” (Household interview, Vinh Trinh commune, Vinh Thanh district, 02.12.08) 

“In the past, the river water had no pesticides. Today, there are a lot of pesticides.” – (NR) 
How doyou know the water is polluted by pesticides? – “Because we also live on farming.” 
(Household interview, Truong Xuan commune, Co Do district, 22.10.08) 

The amount of fertiliser and pesticides has increased steadily due to the expansion of rice cultivation8

(NR) Has the river water quality changed in the last years? – (All are laughing) “Previously it 
was dirty, now it is very dirty, from fish farming. Previously, it was polluted by pesticides, 
dead animals and human waste...[...] Now it is much more polluted because of the factories 
in Tra Noc. The water is also polluted because many households breed fish in Dong Thap, 
Vinh Long, Thoi An, Thoi Long, Phuoc Thoi.” (Members of People’s Committee (PC) and 
Women’s Union (WU) in Thoi An ward, O Mon district, 25.11.08) 

. 
Between 1995 and 2008, the area under rice cultivation has expanded from 3.2 million hectares to 3.9 
million hectares. The problem is exacerbated by the fact that farmers “use much more than the needed 
level” of fertilisers and pesticides (MONRE 2008). Fish farming, mainly the production of catfish for 
export, is another reason for the pollution of surface waters – the area under aquaculture increased from 
200.000 ha in 1995 to 700.000 ha in 2008 (ibid.). Especially the people in areas near the Hau River note 
the increasing pollution from aquaculture. 

Figure 2 schematically displays the interactions between water, land and human activity in the rural 
Mekong Delta. 

                                                   
8 Monitoring and modelling of pesticides and other water pollutants is currently carried out within the WISDOM 
project by researchers of the United Nations University for Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS).   



 

Figure 2: Water-related interactions in the rural Mekong Delta 

 

Source: LE ET AL. 2003 

Through the establishment of industrial zones along the Hau River, the water in rivers and canals is also 
contaminated with industrial wastewaters. In spite of existing laws specifying that industries must have 
treatment plants, most of the industrial wastewater is directly released into the rivers. 

“Central industrial parks and industrial clusters of the city, including Tra Noc 1, Tra Noc 2, 
Hung Phu 1, Hung Phu 2 and Thot Not do not have a central wastewater treatment system. 
The number of enterprises having standard wastewater treatment systems is very low. All 
wastewater is concentrated into the drainage system of the industrial parks and then 
directly dumped into rivers and canals. According to the estimation, industrial wastewater 
of these industrial parks is around 30.000m³ per day.” (TUOI TRE, 06.11.2008).  

Moreover, the national government, supported by the World Bank, is constructing a large-scale irrigation 
infrastructure project (O Mon Xa No project), which has negative impacts on the quantity and quality of 
available surface water in the project area. Drains were constructed too small, or are still missing after 
the completion of the project (TUOI TRE, 27.02.2008). As a consequence, water discharges more slowly 
during the rainy season, while in the dry season “the lack of water in some canal areas has reached an 
extremely serious level” (SAI GON MARKETING, 20.06.2008). The project has caused a lot of discomfort 
among the local population. 

(NR) Have you noticed any changes in the quality of the river water? - “It has worsened, 
because the people are constructing dykes, and the water in the canal has a high amount of 
iron and pesticides. So the water flow in the canals is polluted. [...] In the dry season, the 
water cannot flow into canals, so we do not have enough water to use.” (Farmer from 
Truong Long commune, Phong Dien district, whose family uses river water; 29.10.08) 

“The dikes and sluices just reduced the flow, so the dirty water has to be used.” (Sai Gon 
Marketing, 20.06.2008, citing farmer from Truong Xuan commune, Co Do district) 

Local authorities are facing complaints from the people, but are helpless in the face of the project as 
they are not in charge. 



 

“The project makes the river water polluted a lot, and many inhabitants complain about 
this. But the project is from the central government, so we cannot do anything about it.” 
(Head of WU in one of the affected communes9

Clean water availability has become a problem in Can Tho as surface waters are polluted due to the fast 
development of agriculture and industry, including an accompanying population growth. Policy failures, 
in particular the missing implementation of environmental laws and the construction of large scale 
irrigation infrastructure, have exacerbated clean water scarcity in the rural areas. MONRE

) 

10 admits that 
the level of E.coli in rivers and canals in the Mekong Delta exceeds the permitted level 2-5 times; the 
BOD and COD11

2.2 Access to clean water: a matter of location and financial capacities 

 levels are 1-3 times above the limit (MONRE 2008). According to DONRE Can Tho, levels 
of ammonia, a toxic produced in industry and agriculture, are 5-10 times over the standard in surface 
waters. However, not all parts of the population are affected in the same way by the depletion of surface 
waters, as discussed below.  

Today, the main characteristic of water supply in the rural areas of the Mekong Delta is the diversity of 
water sources that rural households make use of. 

Rural areas are only partly served by water supply schemes. There are 426 groundwater based public 
water supply schemes in Can Tho, each usually serving between 50 and 200 households. However, not all 
households that are located inside the network areas are connected to the schemes. In order to connect 
to the scheme, households have to pay a connection fee, which presents an obstacle in accessing tap 
water. Another reason why some households are not connected to the stations is that they have their 
own well. Of the households that are connected to tap water, many use it exclusively for the purposes of 
drinking and cooking. For other purposes, they still use other water sources, in particular rainwater12

Another problem concerning the CERWASS

. 
Under these conditions, tap water does not have a ‘natural monopoly’ like in other regions (SPENCER 
2005: 12). The ‘competition’ of tap water with other water sources is one of the reasons why it is 
economically not feasible to supply all rural areas with piped water schemes. Moreover, according to 
provincial authorities, it is relatively expensive to establish water supply networks in the rural Mekong 
Delta, because the pipes can only be laid into two directions (along the rivers and canals) due to the 
settlement structure, and the water has to be pumped over rather long distances. Hence, one water 
supply station can only supply a limited number of households compared to other areas.  

13

“Some small stations have the problem that the groundwater level decreases, so we are 
planning to deepen the wells and increase the power of the stations, set up the pump in the 
underground. We need money for investing in this. If the well cannot get water anymore, 
we have to abandon it and dig new wells. Now they are still working, but the problem will 
be there in 5-10 years, when they cannot get water anymore. Some stations use more 
water, so the solution is to set up the pumps in the underground.” (Vice director, CERWASS 
Can Tho, 06.08.08) 

 water supply stations is the use of ancient groundwater 
resources from a depth of around 80 – 120 m, which are rapidly depleting. For Can Tho, the groundwater 
level is estimated to decrease at a rate of around 0.5 m per year, in some areas even 0.7 m/year (NUBER 
2008). Therefore, it will not be possible anymore to abstract groundwater through suction pumps in 5-10 
years (NUBER/STOLPE 2008). CERWASS recognises the problem, but still counts on the current technology. 

                                                   
9 The name of the commune and the interview date are not specified for ensuring anonymity of the interviewee.  
10 MONRE = Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment. DONRE (Department of Natural Resources and 
Environment) is its branch on provincial level. 
11 BOD = Biological Oxygen Demand, COD = Chemical Oxygen Demand; BOD and COD are two common indicators 
for measuring water quality.  
12 In addition to saving money by using rainwater (as stated by some interviewed households), another reason is the 
higher value and better taste that is ascribed to rainwater (HERBST ET AL. 2008: 4). 
13 CERWASS = Centre for Rural Water Supply and Sanitation. CERWASS is the provincial agency under the 
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) which is responsible for Rural Water Supply.  



 

However, MONRE has already noted that at the present extraction rates, “many aquifers will be 
exhausted very soon and require a million years for recovery” (MONRE 2009). 

In consideration of the lacking economic and environmental sustainability, it is questionable whether the 
current approach of constructing such water supply stations is an appropriate solution for providing the 
whole rural population with safe water. 

Referring to secondary data, it is difficult to assess how many people have access to clean water, 
because the available data show substantially different results. This is partly due to the application of a 
variety of definitions about what access to clean water means. It can be assumed that tap, well and rain 
water is usually safe for drinking and other domestic use. This is in line with the JMP14

Based on the results of approximately 50 semi-structured interviews with rural inhabitants, the following 
types of households have been identified: 

 definition of an 
improved drinking-water source (WHO/UNICEF 2009). Referring to CERWASS data, around 30% of 
households in rural areas are connected to piped water schemes. However, there is no reliable data on 
the number of private wells in Can Tho.  

Table 1: Household typology of water supply in Can Tho 
Households inside the network area Households outside the network area 

Connected to the scheme Not connected to the scheme 
Use water 

only from the 
scheme 

Use a mix of 
water 

sources 
(additional 

use of well or 
rain water) 

 
 
 

Have a well 
and do not 

want/need to 
connect 

Use 
river/rainwater; 

want to connect, 
but have no 

money 

Have a well 
and 

rainwater 
storage 

capacity (do 
not 

want/need 
water supply 

scheme) 

Use river 
and rain 

water, but 
rely on river 
water in the 
dry season 

Use only 
river water 

(no capacity 
for 

collecting 
and storing 
rainwater) 

        Have access to clean water 

        Access to clean water is problematic 

The table shows that there are three (partly overlapping) groups of households for which year-round 
clean water availability is problematic: 

1. Households inside the areas of piped water schemes that cannot pay for the connection fee  

2. Households that do not have enough capacity to store rainwater through the dry season15

3. Very poor households that have no capacity for collecting and storing rainwater.  

 

In both areas with piped water scheme and areas without, clean water availability depends primarily on 
the financial capacities of a household.  

In network areas, the financial burden consists of paying the fee for connection to the water supply 
station. According to information given by CERWASS, the current fee is 500.000 VND (around 20€). In 
addition, pipes have to be bought if the house is more than 10m away from the main pipe (as a station 
manager states, the cost for pipes is around 6.500 VND/m). Given that the official poverty line set by the 
Can Tho PC is 200.000 VND per month per person16

(NR) What is the reason that you are not connected to the water supply station? – “I do not 
have enough money.” – How much would you need to connect to the station? – “500.000 – 
700.000 VND for the water meter and the pipes.” – How far is your house away from the 

, the connection to the water supply station can be a 
considerably high expenditure for rural families. Interviewees that lived in the network area, but were 
not connected to the station, stated as reason that they could not afford to connect to the schemes. 

                                                   
14 JMP = Joint Monitoring Programme for water supply and sanitation by WHO and UNICEF 
15 The dry season usually lasts from December until March/April.  
16 Source: Department of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs (DOLISA) Can Tho 



 

station? – “700 meters.” (Household interview, Truong Xuan commune, Co Do district, 
22.10.08) 

In areas without piped water schemes, access to clean water also requires financial means. Households 
having a well indicated investment costs between 1 and 2.5 million VND (ca. 40-100€) for installing a 
well. The cost is rather high because of the depth of the groundwater.  

Whether households collect rainwater depends on the roof of the house, like these interviewees that use 
river water explain. 

“We do not use rainwater. We heard it is not good because the roof is made of leaves. The 
pollution from the leaves goes into the water; then the water gets a bad smell and yellow 
colour.” (Household interview, Thoi An ward, O Mon district, 26.11.08) 

If the roof is considered suitable for rainwater harvesting, it depends on the number of available jars 
whether and how long the rainwater can be stored during the dry season. Of the interviewed households 
that depend on river and rainwater, none had more than 2 jars and therefore none could store rainwater 
through the dry season. 

Only in rare cases it was observed (at houses of government officials) that rural households bought 
bottled water. 

2.3 Problem statement 

The data has shown that the lack of access to clean water in Can Tho is very closely related to poverty, 
and that the problem is especially manifest during the dry season, when rain water is usually not 
available anymore. Moreover, the water quality and quantity in rivers and canals is even worse during 
the dry season than during the rainy season, as all respondents confirmed. Based on interviews with local 
women and staff of health stations it also became evident that water-washed diseases, namely skin 
rashes and gynaecological diseases, are particularly frequent during the dry season17

Water and sanitation related health risks are exacerbated by very poor hygiene practices of the rural 
population in Vietnam. A recent household survey conducted in a sub-urban ward of Can Tho City found 
that nearly half of the respondents are not aware of the link between hand washing and diarrhoea 
(HERBST ET AL. 2008). In the Mekong Delta, only 22% wash their hands with soap after defecating, and 
only 16% do so before eating (MoH/UNICEF 2007: 90). Own observations have confirmed the low 
hygienic awareness of the rural population.  

. Poor sanitation is 
thereby only one of the sources of contamination of waters in rivers and canals.  

3. The VBPS microcredit programme on RWSS 

3.1 Policy and institutional responsibilities 

Microcredit schemes have been a successful element in poverty alleviation programmes in the past, and 
the approach has recently been transferred to other areas of development (SAYWELL/FONSECA 2006). In the 
past, microcredit was not considered a suitable instrument for financing WSS activities, because they 
were not seen as sufficiently attractive (NWP/IRC 2007). However, due to the large funding gap to meet 
the MDGs, and the popularity of cost recovery policies, microcredit is increasingly applied in the WSS 
sector (ibid.; METHA/KNAPP 2004). Regarding sanitation, it is also seen as a useful approach because the 
supply-driven strategy of building toilets with household subsidies often resulted in unused facilities. In 
contrast, leveraging greater household and community resources for financing sanitation requires more 

                                                   
17 With regard to waterborne diseases, such as diarrhoea, worms etc., research in the study communes has shown 
that there is often no, or only unreliable, data. One of the reasons is that the causes for certain diseases – like 
diarrhoea - are sometimes difficult to assess and cannot always certainly be attributed to water and/or sanitation 
by the staff of local health stations. 



 

demand responsive approaches, and is thus seen as a more sustainable solution (METHA/KNAPP 2004: 10). 
The paradigm shift in global sanitation policy has been described as a shift from ‘financing sanitation 
facilities’ to ‘funding sanitation promotion and leveraging resources’ (ibid.: 16).  

The Vietnam Bank for Social Policies (VBSP) was established in 2003 and is assigned by the government 
to implement microcredit programmes.18

“Because the Farmer’s Union is not careful in managing the budget, they do not get much 
money.”

 The VBSP loan programmes are group-based lending schemes, 
which are usually operated through the Vietnamese mass organisations. Besides the Farmer’s Union (FU), 
Veterans Union (VU) and Youth Union (YU), microcredit programmes are most often administered by the 
Women’s Union (WU), which “has positioned itself as the predominant local conduit for microcredit 
projects throughout Vietnam” (LENHART 2000: 3). A WU representative indicates the reason: 

19

For every programme, the mass organisations on every administrative level sign a contract with the 
respective branch of the VBSP (which is organised on national, provincial and district level). It is stated in 
the contract, that in order to receive a microcredit, a household has to join a local credit group that is 
managed by a Credit Group Leader (CGL). The credit group decides which household can take a loan, and 
the amount and terms of the loan (NGUYEN 2008: 156). After the list of the demanding households has 
been approved by the commune People’s Committee (cPC), it is sent to the VBSP on district level. The 
VBSP approves the list and asks CGLs to make the credit contracts. In order to make sure that the money 
is spent for the right purpose, local credit officers state that they have arrangements with construction 
companies. Local companies provide the construction material to the assigned households for 3 days 
without payment. During this time, 30-40% of the construction has to be implemented. Then the CGL - 
and according to the Centre for Preventive Health in Can Tho, also the staff from health stations - checks 
the quality of the construction. If it complies with the standards, the money is disbursed by the credit 
officers of the local VBSP branch.  

 

The microcredit programme for RWSS started in 2004. In the beginning, it was run as a pilot project in 
10 provinces and from 2006 on, it has been implemented throughout the whole country. The purpose of 
the loan is to “enhance people’s health, improving the standard of living and developing the rural socio-
economics”. Beneficiaries of the programme should be households that do not have water supply and 
sanitation constructions yet, or that have constructions that do not meet the national standards (VBSP 
Instruction No. 1411/NHCS-KHNV). According to the regulations, households can take a loan of 
maximum 8 million VND (= approx. 320€20

Together with the VBSP, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD), including its 
departments and offices, has the main responsibility for the implementation of the credit programme. 
The departments of MARD are also responsible for issuing feasible WSS models including the design and 
the estimated construction cost (MARD/VSBP Instruction No. 472, 2-3 b)). In most provinces and cities, 
as in Can Tho, the responsibility for water supply in the rural areas lies with CERWASS, and the 
responsibility for all activities related to sanitation and health, including IEC, has been transferred to the 
CPH under the Department of Health. Hence, CERWASS and CPH are the two government agencies that 
are assigned to carry out the loan programme in collaboration with VBSP and the mass organisations in 
every province or city.  

), if they implement both a water supply and a sanitation 
construction, whereas the maximum for one construction is 4 million VND (approx. 160€). The loan 
period can be adapted to the dept paying ability of the household, but may not exceed 60 months.  

Because the government considers the programme as humanitarian with a focus on assisting the poor, 
interest rates charged by the VBSP are very low and the loans have to be subsidised (LENHART 2000: 6). In 
fact, the interest rates are negative, because they are lower than the inflation rate. In the beginning of 
the programme, the monthly interest rate was 0.65%, in 2008 it was increased to 0.9%, i.e. a yearly rate 

                                                   
18 The former Vietnam Bank for the Poor under the Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development was closed in 2003 
and the new VBSP was established, when the government decided to expand loan programmes for the poor (NGUYEN 
2008: 155). The VBSP’s funds derive from legal capital, income surplus, savings, loans funds under the programmes 
for poverty reduction and other social policies, and ODA funds (NGUYEN 2004: 4). 
19 The name of the commune and the interview date are not specified for ensuring anonymity of the interviewee.  
20 Exchange rates are given for the middle of 2008 (June 2nd).  



 

of 10.8%. Considering the high inflation rate of around 22% in 200821

3.2 Implementation in Can Tho City 

, the real interest rate is -11%. 
This illustrates that the programme is a loss making activity and the VBSP is not financially sustainable 
(LENHART 2000: 6; NGUYEN 2004: 4). Under commercial circumstances, the interest rate would be 
substantially higher in order to cover all costs such as administrative costs, inflation costs, risk costs and 
a profit margin. Microfinance experts point out that subsidised interest rates undermine the viability and 
sustainability of the lending institution, because they often affect repayment rates and breed ‘under the 
table payments’ to credit officers (SEIBEL 2009; SEIBEL 1992: 93ff.).  

3.2.1 Distributed budget and general results 

At the time of the field research, there were four rural districts in Can Tho in which the programme was 
implemented. Up to May 2008, 20.583 constructions were implemented within the programme, of which 
13.988 (68%) were for sanitation and 6.595 (32%) for water supply. Up to December 2008, there were 
23.109 constructions in total22

The national statistics indicate that the programme was able to reach more and more households during 
its implementation time: while in 2006, 84.192 households took a loan, in 2007 it was already 158.207 
and in 2008, 248.145 households

. If every household had only implemented one construction, it would 
mean that 18% of the total number of households in the four rural districts has taken a loan. However, 
as many households took a loan for both water supply and sanitation, it can be assumed that the number 
of households that benefited from the programme is lower. Assuming that the percentage of sanitation 
constructions was constant at 68%, this would mean that a minimum of 15714 households, i.e. 12% of 
all households in the rural communes, has taken a loan until the end of 2008. Hence, the real number 
lies between 12 and 18%.  

23

“At the beginning, it was very difficult to persuade them (the households) to build the 
latrines. But once one household started, the others saw the good example and it 
encouraged them to do the same.” (WU representative, Co Do district, 11.07.08) 

. A WU representative from Co Do explained the increasing demand. 

The total amount of money borrowed in Can Tho in 2008 was 61.130 billion VND (around 2.5 million €). 
The average loan for one household can be estimated to lie somewhere between 4.4 million and 6.4 
million VND (around 175-253€).24

3.2.2 Sanitation 

 

The CPH regularly sends two staff out to the communes in order to inform local authorities about the 
MoH hygienic latrine models. They hold a meeting to which they invite the PC, members of mass 
organisations, hamlet leaders and staff from local health stations. At these meetings, the CPH staff does 
not only inform about latrine models, but also about clean water standards, water pollution, water-
related diseases, and how households are supposed to treat water with alum. It is the responsibility of 
local authorities to spread the information to the people.  

There are four latrine models that the MoH classified as hygienic and can be constructed with the loan: 

1. Double vault latrine: The latrine is operated without water (‘dry option’). One vault is used for 
around 6 months until it is full (in a household with 6 persons), then it is covered and the 
second vault is used. After 6 months, the remains can be taken out and used as fertiliser. The 

                                                   
21 http://www.vnbusinessnews.com/2008/11/inflation-rate-estimated-at-22-in-2008.html 
22 VBSP Can Tho City. The data given until the end of 2008 is not split up into water supply and sanitation.  
23 National VBSP Hanoi 
24 Calculated according to data from VBSP Can Tho for the number of implemented constructions in 2008 (14.011), 
and the amount of money that was borrowed for these constructions (61.130 million VND). The average loan would 
be 6.4 million VND if it was assumed that 32% that implemented a water supply construction are included in the 
68% that constructed a hygienic latrine, because they took a loan for both constructions. The average loan would 
be 4.4 million VND if it was assumed that every household took the loan only for one construction.  



 

liquid residues flow into an extra tank and can be used to water trees immediately. This latrine is 
relatively cheap to construct with only ca. 1 million VND. However this latrine type is 
inconvenient to handle as ash must be available to apply after every time it is used, and the 
latrine has to be covered after using it. Moreover, people in South Vietnam are reluctant to use 
human excreta as fertiliser as they consider it dirty. Hence, the double vault latrine is not seen 
as a suitable model for the Mekong Delta by the CPH in Can Tho.  

2. VIP latrine: A rather simple latrine type, where the air flows out to the outside through a pipe. 
When the tank is full, a new hole has to be dug. According to CPH in Can Tho, it is cheap but 
inconvenient because of the smell.  

3. Pour flush water seal latrine: This latrine is recommended by the CPH in Can Tho because with a 
cost of only ca. 1 million it is cheap to construct. It has one tank with small holes, where the 
organic substance is decomposed by bacteria in the underground. Liquids are disposed through 
the holes. After ca. 5 years the residues have to be dug out and put into another hole25

4. Septic tank latrine: It is the type of latrine that is common in cities. It is operated with water 
(‘wet option’) and the excreta are decomposed in a large tank that is installed under the house. 
However, the residues cannot be fully decomposed and the tank has to be pumped out every few 
years (varying between 5 and 20 years, depending on the size of the tank and the number of 
people in the household). It is considered to be the safest and cleanest latrine, but it is also the 
most expensive. According to the CPH, it can be constructed with the 4 million loan, but local 
people say that meanwhile (due to the high inflation rate) it is not enough and they have to add 
own money. 

. By now, 
the cost is estimated by CPH to around 1 million VND.  

Only models number 3 and 4 are considered feasible by the Can Tho CPH and are introduced to the local 
authorities. However, data from the three study communes suggests that in practice only the septic tank 
latrine is constructed with the loan. No other hygienic latrine type was seen, and officials from the VBSP 
as well as union representatives take it as a matter of course that ‘hygienic latrine’ means ‘septic tank 
latrine’. This is illustrated by the fact that in all study communes, and also at district level VBSP 
branches, respondents complain that 4 million is not enough to construct a latrine.  

There was one case where the representative from the FU stated that the septic tank latrine was the only 
model that was introduced by the CPH, so information deficits could be one of the reasons why the ‘Pour 
flush water seal latrine’ is not considered. However, even when people are informed about models such 
as the pour flush water seal latrine, they do not consider it better than the conventional fishpond or river 
toilet. 

“The health station also informed about another latrine type, which costs around 500.000 – 
600.000 VND. But the people want to have a sustainable construction and only invest 
once.” (WU representative, Thanh Quoi commune, Vinh Thanh district, 13.01.09) 

Such statements from interviewees suggest that there is a lack of cheap models for hygienic latrines that 
people consider better than the conventional fishpond or river toilets. The difference between a pour 
flush water seal latrine and a traditional toilet is not big enough for people to spend money, so the 
septic tank latrine is the only model for which there is demand.  

It has further been observed that the factor ‘modernity’ is a major incentive for rural households 
regarding the construction of a new latrine. This observation is in line with the study conducted by 
HERBST ET AL. (2008), which found that 77% of respondents in their survey are satisfied with their 
traditional sanitary situation. In the course of in-depth interviews conducted later in the same study, it 
was found that the same people could still imagine having a “modern” toilet. Having a septic tank latrine 
plays the role of a status symbol, which a simple latrine model cannot fulfil. This is also illustrated by the 
term ‘beautiful latrine’, which was often used by interviewees to describe their new toilets, and by the 
pride with which households presented them.  

                                                   
25 It is to be mentioned here that all effluent is still potentially dangerous as it always contains fresh faeces (i.e. 
there is a risk to ground water pollution in areas with high groundwater tables).  



 

As latrine coverage has increased between 12 and 18% due to the RWSS microcredit programme, it can 
be assumed that the direct disposal of human excreta into the surface water has been reduced to the 
same degree. However, an issue that remains unclear is the future disposal of the residues in septic 
tanks. In urban areas, the tanks are emptied by the Can Tho Urban Public Works Company (UPWC), which 
sends a truck for pumping out the tanks when the household calls a service number. According to CPH, 
the same company is responsible for rural areas. However, cars or trucks cannot enter the narrow rural 
paths (see Picture 2) and the staff from UPWC does not seem to have a solution. 

(NR) When the people construct latrines in the rural areas, how will they be pumped out if 
the streets are so small? – “They will pump them out by hand. They have double-vault 
latrines, so it takes 5 to 10 years, until they are full.” – When they pump out the latrines by 
hand, what can they do with the waste? – “Maybe they will call the company, or they will 
use the waste as fertiliser.” (Vice Office Manager, UPWC Can Tho, 04.12.08) 

It was also the case that rural households were not aware of the fact that the tanks have to be pumped 
out, at least they do not consider this question relevant for the present time: 

(NR) How is the waste of your latrine discharged? – “It is not necessary, the latrine cannot 
be full. It is a 2 vault septic tank latrine. If it is full, maybe it takes 15 or 20 years.” 
(Household interview, Truong Xuan commune, Co Do district, 21.10.08) 

Neither households nor authorities have paid attention to the issue so far. 

Picture 2: Typical road in the rural Mekong Delta 

 
 

3.2.3 Water supply  

When research on the RWSS loan programme was carried out in the communes, local authorities only 
presented latrines to the researcher, but no facilities for water supply. On the question what households 
do with the loan for water supply, many interviewees gave evasive responses like 

“Each household tries to get clean water.” (VBSP officer, district level, 16.09.08) 

“The VBSP wants to give loans to all the households that have needs.” (VBSP director, 
district level, 16.09.08) 

In some cases, the money had been used for digging wells. However, it is not allowed to dig wells with 
the loan anymore. 



 

“CERWASS and CPH say that the people should not dig wells anymore, because it may 
pollute the groundwater resources. So we just allow the households to get a loan if they 
construct a filter or water container. 26

In Vinh Thanh and Phong Dien districts, the staff from the VBSP stated that the loans were used for 
constructing water filters or containers for rain water. However, in Thanh Quoi not a single such 
construction could be found (that was constructed with a loan). In another commune of Phong Dien, one 
water filter construction at a household was presented, but people said there were “only very few” such 
filters in the area. In Truong Xuan, WU representatives explained that the loan budget was only for 
sanitation. The FU had a budget for water supply in the beginning of the programme, but since 2008 the 
budget was only for sanitation. 

” (VBSP director, district level, 25.09.08) 

“Previously, the VBSP gave a 1 million loan for connecting to the station, but now there are 
only loans for latrines.” (WU representative, Truong Xuan commune, Co Do district, 
23.10.08) 

Asked for the reason, a FU representative again answers in an evasive way: 

“The budget of the government is not enough, so they give priority to the poor households.” 
– (NR) Why does the government give priority for latrines and not for water supply? - “I do 
not know, but the decision is related to the area of the stations.” (FU representative, Truong 
Xuan commune, Co Do district, 21.10.08) 

When officials were asked directly, how many percent of the loans were for water supply, and how many 
for sanitation, nearly all of them said it was mostly for sanitation – otherwise they would say something 
like “It depends on the local areas’ demands”. One VBSP representative explains:  

“For water supply, it is around 10%. It is low because in the past, the households had access 
to clean water programmes and almost all hamlets have water supply stations. Around 90% 
are for sanitation. The rate is higher because the demand for beautiful and good latrines is 
very high.” (VBSP vice director, district level, 25.09.08) 

Also some other reasons were given, why loans were mostly used for latrines.  

“Most loans in the RWSS programme are for latrines, because the budget is higher.” (PC 
president, Truong Long commune, Phong Dien district, 28.10.08) 

“The households can supply water on their own, contain it in jars. But for sanitation, they 
do not have enough money.” (VBSP director, district level, 22.09.08) 

However, it has been found that the main reason why RWSS loans are not used for water supply is that 
there are no models introduced by provincial authorities, like this representative from the FU states: 

(NR) For water supply, did they inform you about models? – “No, they have no models. They 
only offer the loan for the ones that live in the station network area but do not access the 
station.” (FU representative, Truong Xuan commune, Co Do district, 10.03.09) 

Only after long investigations it was revealed by a government official that CERWASS does not fulfil its 
responsibility of introducing suitable models for water supply to the local authorities: 

“Actually it is the responsibility of CERWASS, but in reality the VBSP introduced the systems 
to the local authorities.”27

VBSP staff investigated for feasible models from local companies which they introduced in some 
communes, but  

 

“the technology is not very good, it cannot meet our expectations. [...] When constructing a 
filter system, the people research how to construct on their own, they were not informed 
much.27” 

                                                   
26 Digging wells is not generally prohibited. It is very common that households that have the financial resources dig 
their own well. However the VBSP loans cannot be used for it anymore.  
27 Position, location and date of the interview are not specified in order to ensure the anonymity of the interviewee.  



 

Considering that a large share of rural households relies on using polluted river or canal water for their 
daily activities, and that it is financially and ecologically not likely that all of these households can be 
connected to piped water supply schemes in the near future, household water treatment facilities may 
be the only way to increase the rate of households with access to clean water.  

In An Giang province, the province North of Can Tho, a model for household water treatment was 
developed by a local consultant who was hired by the RWSS NTPII28 Picture 3 (see ). 

Picture 3: Model for household water treatment developed in An Giang 

 

Source: anonymous 

The model could be feasible as it can be constructed with locally available materials and is easy to 
operate and maintain. According to the consultant, the filter delivers sufficient water for one household, 
and the CPH in An Giang qualified the water quality as good. The filter is made of sand, charcoal and 
gravel, and is able to remove organic waste, pesticides, and even chemicals from the river water. The 
price for construction was estimated 2.250.000 VND by a private company; hence it would be possible to 
finance the model with a VBSP loan. However, also in An Giang, CERWASS has not made progress in 
realising such household water treatment facilities as solutions for the water problem in rural areas. An 
interviewee with insider knowledge about CERWASS says the following about the agency. 

“Sometimes they know the idea is good, but they do not like it (...) They see that the filter is 
good, but they prefer the schemes.” – (NR) Why? - “The benefit is for them...The filter is a 
benefit for the people.” – (NR) Why is CERWASS not interested in introducing the 
household filter system? – “It is very sensitive, it is difficult to answer.”29

The interviewee hesitated to reveal more information about the kind of benefits that officials get from 
constructing water supply schemes in contrast to spreading the filter models. However, in the course of 
the study it was found that the reason why household water treatment models are beyond the interest 

 

                                                   
28 An Giang is one of the 9 pilot provinces for NTPII in Vietnam, which were selected in the beginning of the donor 
support and receive additional funding and consulting from international experts.  
29 Position, location and date of the interview are not specified in order to ensure the anonymity of the interviewee. 



 

of responsible agencies is related to the hybridisation of bureaucracy and private business, which has 
intensified since the introduction of a market-economy in 1986 (doi moi) (EVERS/BENEDIKTER 2009: 18). In 
the course of the economic liberalisation and privatisation in Vietnam, the old planned economy of 
state-owned enterprises was taken over by a “new form of state-interventionism” (GAINSBOROUGH 2009: 
258). It is to be seen in this context that the interest of government agencies, as well as officials as 
private persons, are highly interwoven with the business interest of private enterprises that are 
contracted to carry out public tasks.  In his study about strategic groups in the water sector in Can Tho, 
BENEDIKTER (2009) found that several cadres from CERWASS have invested private capital into a company 
that constructs water supply stations and sells water purifying technology. An interviewee with close 
relations to the political leadership in Can Tho puts it simple: 

“Nowadays, the people in high government positions all become very rich.... (...) [At 
CERWASS, NR] the director, vice director, all have own companies that implement the 
constructions.”30

Considering that Vietnamese government salaries are extremely low

 
31

There is also evidence that the reliability of the available data on the distribution of loans for water 
supply and for sanitation within the microcredit programme is doubtable. According to the data obtained 
on provincial level, 7.963 sanitation constructions and 3.522 water supply constructions were 
implemented in Can Tho between January and May 2008. However, it was found in all three study 
communes that, against the regulations, more than 4 million VND have been disbursed to households for 
implementing only one construction, i.e. a septic tank latrine. For example in Thanh Quoi commune, the 
interviewed households received 6 or even 8 million for constructing a latrine. Considering that the 
average loan in Vinh Thanh district was already 5.3 million VND in 2008 if it is assumed that all 
households implemented only one construction

, officials have to earn the main 
share of their income from other rewarding activities in order to make a living (TSUBOI: 6). It is not 
surprising that it is difficult to draw the attention of government staff to public tasks that do not offer 
the chance for additional income, as it is the case with developing household water treatment models. At 
least until now, it is not considered a potential income source for CERWASS in Can Tho, and is thus 
neglected. In consequence, there is a lack of action with regards to water supply in the RWSS 
microcredit programme, and local authorities and households lack the information about suitable water 
supply models that could be implemented with the loan.  

32

Summarising, the data suggests that the largest share of funds in the RWSS microcredit programme is 
spent for the construction of septic tank latrines, whereas the water supply component is mostly 
neglected.  

, and that models for water supply constructions are 
unavailable, it is questionable whether loans declared for water supply were not in fact for sanitation. 

3.2.4 Allocation of loans among rural households 

Local mass organisations, especially the WU, are very active in promoting the RWSS microcredit 
programme, as shown by the high adoption of the loan programme. Many interviewees also stated that 
the demand for participation in the programme was very high. However, many people said that the 
funding from the VBSP was not sufficient to give a loan to all households that have demand. Before the 
CGL compiles the list of households, the VBSP informs the local authorities about the available budget, 
i.e. it is already known to the CGL how many households can receive a loan in one term. Moreover, CGLs 
stated that credit officers from the VBSP would only cut households from the lists, if they did not possess 
legal residence permits or identification documents. DUFHUES ET AL. (2002: 10) also found that credit 
officers usually approve the lists that they receive from cPCs. Consequently, the decision about who has 
access to a microcredit is taken at the commune and hamlet level, and there have to be mechanisms at 
the local areas to select the households that get to participate in the programme. 

                                                   
30 Position, location and date of the interview are not specified in order to ensure the anonymity of the interviewee. 
31 Monthly salaries are approximately between 15 or 20 US$ for a university graduate, 60 US$ for a 40 year old, 
and 100 US$ for a 50 year old manager (TSUBOI: 6). 
32 2.336 constructions were implemented in Vinh Thanh with a budget of 12.345 million VND. 



 

The first and most important mechanism hereby is the creditworthiness of a household. Credit groups 
and the cPC are highly responsible for the repayment of credit group members (NGUYEN 2008: 156), and 
local authorities and mass organisations are careful in selecting the households, like a VBSP officer 
explains.  

 “The authorities are afraid of giving money to the people, because the unions are afraid 
that they will not pay the money back.” (VBSP director, district level, 16.09.08) 

Moreover, the officer explains that the local unions receive a certain percentage of the monthly interest 
rates as a service fee, which is calculated with a formula included in the contract between the unions 
and the VBSP. In the case that a household does not pay the money, they will lose the service fee.  

A local WU manager states that poor households are generally not taken into account when it comes to 
setting up a list of demanding households. 

“Only the nearly poor can become member of the Women’s Union. Poor households cannot 
become members, because the VBSP is afraid that they cannot pay back the money. 
DOLISA33

It remained unclear whether this was a regulation decided on by local WU groups, or whether the 
interviewee just referred to the common practice. In any case, it seems to be contradictory to the stated 
aim of the VBSP to be an institution that serves the poor. NGUYEN (2008) and DUFHUES ET AL. (2002) also 
found that poor households in most cases lack access to the VBSP’s credits. They are not only considered 
as a credit risk, but are in addition excluded from the powerful social and political network that 
determines the access to information about available credit funds (DUFHUES ET AL. 2002: 10). 

 will take care of them.” (WU representative, Truong Xuan commune, Co Do 
district, 22.10.08) 

It is further considered in the selection process whether the household already took a loan in another 
programme. Several CGLs mentioned that this was a criterion for being considered for the RWSS 
programme, like this group leader in Thanh Quoi commune: 

“The other women [in the group] already got a loan for breeding, so I gave the loans to 
those that had not received a loan yet.” (local WU group leader, Thanh Quoi commune, Vinh 
Thanh district, 13.01.09) 

Moreover, interviewees explained that households that belong to the lower income groups would give 
priority for a loan with which they could directly increase their income, such as a loan for raising 
animals. 

Another issue that plays an important role for which households are reached by the programme is the 
focus on septic tanks. As demonstrated earlier, the largest share of the budget is used by households 
which construct septic tank latrines. These households usually have access to tap or well water, because 
the latrine requires “plenty of water for flushing” (according to MoH decision 08/2005). It was not 
observed that any of these households did not have access to tap or well water. This also indicates that 
the programme mainly reaches medium-income and better-off households, for which clean water supply 
is mostly not problematic. 

The observed conditions of houses of families that took a loan in the programme further confirm this 
outcome. All interviewees except one had rather big houses made of stone (in contrast to houses made 
of leaves), with a tiled floor (in contrast to an earthen floor). Picture 4 shows a typical construction that 
was implemented with the RWSS microcredit.  

                                                   
33 DOLISA = Department of Labour, Invalides and Social Affairs. Households which are classified as poor receive 
certain benefits from the government, such as reduction of school fees, or in the case of RWSS, the free connection 
to piped water schemes. However, it was observed that poor households are often not connected to water supply 
networks in practice.  



 

Picture 4: Septic tank latrine and bathroom 

 

Septic tank latrine and bathroom that were constructed with a 6 million loan from the VBSP RWSS 
programme. In total, the construction cost was 8.5 million VND (around 335€). The facilities are supplied with 
well water that is pumped into a water container. Around one third of the water in the container is used per 
day. (Source: NR) 

4. Conclusion 

The study has shown that the RWSS microcredit programme within the NTPII has a positive impact on 
the latrine coverage in Can Tho: between 12 and 18% of the population in the four rural districts took a 
loan within the programme, while the largest share was used for constructing hygienic latrines. Referring 
to available data from CERWASS, it is unclear how many percent of all rural households have hygienic 
latrines; in any case, it can be concluded that the programme was able to increase latrine coverage, and 
thus has a positive effect with regard to the safer disposal of human excreta and the water quality in 
rivers and canals. In this sense, the programme also has an indirect impact on poverty reduction as it 
improves the water sources of the poor. However, as it has been discussed in chapter 3.2.2, it is still 
unclear how the remaining waste in septic tanks will be disposed when the issue becomes relevant in a 
few years. It has to be ensured that – given the lack of possibilities for disposal - the waste is not 
dumped into rivers and canals. 

Moreover, while increasing the latrine coverage is an important element of improving the water quality 
in surface waters, it is only one of the causes for water pollution in the Mekong Delta. The disposal of 
large amounts of pesticides and artificial fertilisers, solid waste, residues from animal husbandry and fish 
farming, and untreated wastewater from industrial parks into rivers and canals are very complex 
problems that are still unsolved. In addition, the irrigation policy by the central government, consisting in 
the construction of large-scale infrastructure, is further exacerbating the scarcity of clean water in the 
rural areas of Can Tho. Considering the number and intensity of other causes of water contamination, 
increasing the number of hygienic latrines can only have a limited impact on the improvement of 



 

domestic water sources. This reveals that the outcome of RWSS policy is very much interlinked with and 
dependent on other policies. For Can Tho, it is particularly essential to include urban wastewater and 
solid waste management into RWSS policy, if it is to have any success with regard to the improvement 
of surface water quality.  

Besides the moderate impact on surface water quality, the programme has only a marginal impact on 
poverty reduction as it reaches only better-off households that already have access to clean water. There 
are several reasons why this is the case. First, there are no models for water supply that could be 
implemented with the loan – it is however the poor that would be in need of such models. The present 
approach of constructing groundwater based piped schemes is not a sustainable way of ensuring access 
to clean water for the rural population. Microcredit for household water treatment systems is a potential 
for achieving the goals of NTPII, which so far has not been utilised in Can Tho. But secondly, there is also 
a lack of cheap latrine models, which are acceptable to the local population, and do not require access to 
tap or well water and additional own funds, like the septic tank latrine does. Experiences from other 
world regions have already shown that affordable and acceptable latrine designs are a key success factor 
in microfinance for sanitation (SAYWELL/FONSECA 2006). It is therefore likely that the demand for loans 
within the present programme will come to an end as soon as all better-off households have been 
covered. The third reason lies in the exclusion of poor households from the microcredit scheme as they 
are not considered creditworthy and they do not have the social relations that determine the access to 
VBSP credits.  This result stands in contrast to the idea of donors and the government to subsidise the 
loans because they are targeted to the poor, and also to the fact that poor water and sanitation is 
particularly problematic for the poor. A study carried out by AusAID in 2004 found that in contrast to the 
past, when poverty was a mass phenomenon in Vietnam, it is now focussed on particular groups such as 
landless and ethnic minority people. Those poor have become “harder to reach”, and “are less likely to be 
lifted out of poverty without specific targeting and more focussed interventions” (AusAID 2004: 18)34

As pointed out by METHA ET AL. (2007), local WSS systems are characterised by the interaction of complex 
environmental, technological and social dimensions. The case of Can Tho has well illustrated, how locally 
specific water supply and sanitation systems affect the outcome of RWSS policies. Socio-political 
factors, in particular the interests of local political elites, thereby play a key role for the adaption of 
policies framed on the national and global level. Interestingly, the present case has revealed that the 
inclusion of sanitation into water supply policy can have unintended effects on the local level. National 
policy provides models for hygienic latrines that can be implemented within the microcredit programme, 
but implies that provincial authorities develop models for water supply that are adapted to the local 
conditions. However, it is beyond the interest of political elites to engage in finding small-scale solutions 
for water supply, because they cannot make use of it for gaining additional income – at least they have 
not considered it as a potential income source so far. Hence, only the sanitation part of the programme 
is implemented. In the case of Can Tho, the combination of water supply and sanitation into one 
programme leads to the canalisation of money and resources towards the wealthier rural population that 
already has access to clean water. In consequence, the programme misses out the water supply needs of 
the poor.  

. 
The present study has shown that this assessment is highly relevant for the RWSS microcredit 
programme, which has currently no mechanisms for pro-poor targeting and thus misses to reach those 
that lack access to safe water.  

The presented findings do not implicate that it is needless, or even counterproductive, to emphasise the 
importance of improved sanitation facilities for development. Especially as groundwater is not a 
sustainable option for water supply in Can Tho, it is in the long term essential to counter the pollution of 
surface waters with human excreta. The findings do however challenge the common assumption that 
water supply and sanitation should in all circumstances be integrated into the same policies. Moving 
“the sanitation crisis to the top of the agenda” (UNDP 2005: 166) must not mean that the problem of 
insufficient emphasis of sanitation within RWSS policies is turned upside down. Many reports and donor 
staff interviewed for this paper argue that an increased focus on sanitation is necessary as it usually falls 

                                                   
34 Moreover, further research carried out within the WISDOM project has found that landless people in the Mekong 
Delta face an increasing pressure on their livelihoods due to the declining fish resources, on which they most often 
depend (GERKE AND EHLERT 2009). 



 

behind the planning for water supply. However, as this study has demonstrated, improving water supply 
for the poor is not “easy” – using the words of the donor representative cited in the beginning. In 
contrast, this paper makes the case that in some circumstances sanitation can be the easier choice for 
political elites within RWSS policy, at the expense of water supply. It may therefore be necessary to 
revise the current paradigm of policy integration, in order to accord sufficient importance to both water 
supply and sanitation. 

Further qualitative studies from other regions are needed in order to understand, which outcomes RWSS 
policies can have under different situations of ‘liquid dynamics’ as termed by METHA ET AL. (2007: 2), and 
to gain further understanding of the role of interests in the trade-off between water supply and 
sanitation. 
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