
AdvAnci ng gen der equAlity: Promisi ng PrActices
Case stu di es from th e mi llen n i um development goals aC h i evement fu n d 115

viet nAm

takinG a value Chain 
approaCh toWards loCal 

eConomiC development 
and Women’s eConomiC 

empoWerment 

Joint programme: green production and trade to increase  
income and employment opportunities for the rural poor

thematic Window: development and the private sector

main participants: itC (lead agency), fao, ilo, unCtad,  
unido, viet nam trade promotion agency (vietrade),  

viet nam handicrafts exporters association (vietCraft), 
department of agriculture and rural development

MDGs in Viet Nam

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dkmzX3UuTlU#at=23


AdvAnci ng gen der equAlity: Promisi ng PrActices
Case stu di es from th e mi llen n i um development goals aC h i evement fu n d116

1. introduction
the mdg-f Joint programme on green production 
and trade to increase income and employment 
opportunities for the rural poor (the programme) 
set out to strengthen the sericulture value chain in 
Quy Chau district of nghe an province in viet nam. 
it paid special attention to the strengthening of 
the hoa tien textile Cooperative, a group of women 
weavers belonging to the thai ethnic minority. the 
cooperative was supported to enhance its produc-
tivity and profitability by improving its manage-
rial, organizational, technical and marketing skills; 
increasing the availability of local raw materials; and 
strengthening local support services. this has con-
tributed to enhanced women’s confidence, better 
acknowledgement and support by male community 
members and ultimately, increased income for the 
Cooperative members and improved employment 
opportunities for women in the community.

 2. initial situation
reducing poverty and improving livelihoods in rural 
areas and among ethnic minority communities has 
been a continual challenge in viet nam, despite its 
status as a middle-income country since 2010. in 
rural areas of viet nam, agriculture remains the most 
important economic sector. however, the income 
generated from farming is often not sufficient for 
smallholder farmers to reach an income level above 
the national poverty line. the collection and process-
ing of natural raw material from forest areas and 
the production of handicrafts, mostly undertaken 
at times when farm work slows down, constitute 
some of the most important sources of additional 
income for farmers. in fact, it is mostly the additional 
income generated from handicraft production that 
determines whether or not the smallholder farmer 
can lead a life below or above the national poverty 
line. Between 65-80 per cent of the household craft 
producers are women. Craft production is predomi-
nantly practiced at home and women can therefore 
combine it easily with their other responsibilities, 
such as farm work and family care. 

there is overwhelming evidence that, since women 
are mainly responsible for ensuring the well-being 
of their family, women’s economic empowerment 

has a direct impact on the overall quality of life of 
their family and can contribute to poverty reduction 
and accelerated economic growth. however, oppor-
tunities for women to start and expand successful 
businesses are still limited. Women face obstacles 
to obtain technical and managerial skills due to 
their limited access to education and technical 
training. although training programmes on starting 
or improving a business are available in viet nam, 
most of them are designed for those with a certain 
degree of formal education, and they are less 
suitable for low-income women. moreover, access 
to finance is very limited for poor people, especially 
women. furthermore, women tend to work signifi-
cantly longer hours than men, being responsible 
for a variety of tasks, including agricultural work, 
managing small businesses and being the primary 
caretaker of the family household. this leaves them 
little time to attend training, seek support from 
networks and institutions to improve their business 
or commercialize their products outside their 
villages. as a result, many low-income women face 
a continuous struggle to increase their income from 
their business.

recognizing the need to increase income and to 
promote employment opportunities for the rural 
poor in viet nam, in 2010 the government of viet 
nam and the united nations launched a Joint 
programme on green production and trade to 
increase income and employment opportunities 
for the rural poor. the programme supported the 
handicrafts sector, recognizing its importance as a 
major source of income for smallholder farmers and 
landless poor, especially women, who, as already 
mentioned, represent the majority of household 
crafts producers. 

3. objectives
the programme aimed at increasing family income 
while preserving the handicrafts cultural tradition. 
it used a value chain approach to develop better 
integrated, pro-poor, and environmentally sustain-
able “green” value chains, by enabling poor raw 
craft material growers and collectors and grassroots 
handicrafts and furniture producers to improve their 
skills and products, and linking these to more profit-
able markets. 
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Within the handicrafts sector, value chains of 
particular importance and relevance to poor were 
considered for upgrading. Bamboo/rattan, sericul-
ture, sea grass, lacquer ware, and handmade paper 
were selected as the target value chains.

this report presents the experience in strengthen-
ing the sericulture and brocade value chain in the 
Quy Chau commune district of nghe an province. 
people in Quy Cahu belong to the thai ethnic 
group, one of the 54 ethnic minorities in viet nam. 
the majority of participants in the workforce in 
the sericulture sector are women, who do all the 
labour involved in brocade weaving. this report 
focuses specially on the process of strengthening 
of the hoa tien textile Cooperative.

4. key Actors
the Hoa tien textile cooperative, integrated 
by women weavers belonging to the thai  
ethnic minority

the department of Agriculture and rural 
development of nghe An province, which provided 
technical training and guidance

viet nam handicrafts exporters association 
(vietcrAFt) and viet nam trade Promotion Agency 
(vietrAde), the two national implementing 
partners of the programme

the five un agencies responsible for the 
Programme: FAo, ilo, unido, unctAd and itc,  
whose inputs were structured along the value chain 
and are visually illustrated in the figure above

5. strategy
the programme used a value chain approach to 
improve the livelihoods of the people in hoa tien, 
through the strengthening of the sericulture and 
brocade value chain. as the first step, a detailed 
value chain analysis was conducted at the start of 
the programme, which allowed identifying various 
challenges at different stages of the sericulture 
and brocade value chain.29 Based on this analysis, a 
comprehensive and integrated plan for support was 
developed. the plan included promotion of decent 
work practices, technical skills training, gender 
equality and entrepreneurship development, access 
to business support services and finance, and access 

29 see: http://greentrade.org.vn/userfiles/sericulture_final.pdf.

http://greentrade.org.vn/userfiles/Sericulture_Final.pdf
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to markets. this was combined with initiatives to 
enhance the capacity of relevant institutions to 
promote women’s empowerment and workers’ rights, 
and to increase women’s participation and leader-
ship in the value chain. strengthening of the hoa tien 
Cooperative was a key element in the process. each 
intervention is further explained in detail below.

strenGtheninG the CapaCity of hoa tien 
Cooperative leaders and members

traditional beliefs and customs around brocade 
production are handed down from mother to 
daughter through the generations. in recent years, 
however, the traditional brocade activity of ethnic 
groups has been endangered as young women are 
increasingly being attracted to income-generating 
opportunities in the larger cities or province capitals. 
in 1997, the women weavers of hoa tien village 
formed an informal group with the goal of dealing 
collectively with orders from customers. however, 
the group faced many difficulties because of poor 
management skills. after this experience, a coopera-
tive was formally established in July 2010 by seven 
women leaders (which is the minimum according 
to vietnamese law), with some 200 other women 
supplying their products to the Cooperative lead-
ership for collective trading. the Cooperative’s 
managers are elected by commune leaders and 
cooperative members. however, they had never 
received training in cooperative management, and 
were often faced with their own limitations in the 
management and operation of the cooperative, 
limited access to finance, and other challenges. 

the programme supported the strengthening 
of the Cooperative by improving their technical, 
managerial and marketing capacities. the hoa tien 
Cooperative leaders and members participated 
in a wide range of capacity building activities, 
with trainings on topics such as Business group 
formation, entrepreneurial Behavior through 
empreteC, requirements and opportunities of fair 
trade, and effective trade fair participation. they also 
participated in the gender and entrepreneurship 
together for Women in enterprise (get ahead) 
training, aimed at promoting enterprise develop-
ment among women in poverty who want to start 
or are already engaged in small-scale business. 
Within the framework of this training, participants 

were encouraged to reflect on gender roles and 
identify specific challenges they face as women, 
such as heavy workload due to household respon-
sibilities combined with income-earning respon-
sibilities, and to discuss how they could overcome 
these challenges to succeed in their businesses. 
the Business group formation training dedicated 
a special session to discuss gender equality and 
women and men’s roles, in order to enhance the 
participants’ awareness on the division of workload, 
decision-making and income within the family and 
in business groups, as well as understanding of the 
importance of gender equality in general. 

strenGtheninG the Gender-responsive 
CapaCity of loCal support institutions 

While the nghe an province had a policy for sup-
porting handicraft production and encouraged the 
preservation and development of brocade, their 
support was limited. Besides, from a gender point 
of view, they did not fully recognize the specific 
challenges faced by women producers in growing a 
business, including low education, limited mobility, 
insufficient knowledge on managing a cooperative 
and the need to balance time between business and 
household responsibilities.

in order to improve the capacities of key local 
support institutions to provide gender-responsive 
services, the programme conducted several training 
of trainers workshops addressed to the staff of 
provincial institutions including the dard, the 
provincial Cooperative alliance, the department of 
labour, invalids and social affairs and the provin-
cial Women’s union. participants were trained to 
become trainers on key topics such as strengthening 
Business development services (Bds), Business 
group formation (Bgf), occupational safety and 
health (osh), and gender and entrepreneurship 
development and gender equality. gender was 
mainstreamed in all these topics, so that the new 
trainers could provide business training to local 
producers by integrating gender issues in each topic. 
they also learned participatory training methods 
to increase the effectiveness of the training for 
beneficiaries, especially those with limited formal 
education. following the training of trainer’s 
workshop, local institution organized trainings for 
the producers. 
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inCreasinG the availability  
and quality of raW materials

despite a tradition of planting mulberry for silk 
production for weaving, the production of local 
mulberry in hoa tien went down in recent years. 
With the introduction of cheaper silk, cotton, 
and wool yarns from China and laos, the locally 
produced silk prices had dropped and many house-
holds had replaced mulberry trees with sugar cane. 
in order to ensure the quality of silk yarns and to 
keep a stable supply, many households were eager 
to go back to mulberry production and silkworm 
rearing. however, they lacked capital to purchase 
seeds and the required knowledge and skills to 
choose a suitable variety of mulberry seedling to 
grow the trees.

in order to revitalize the cultivation of mulberry 
trees, the programme provided 160,000 mulberry 
seedlings of a high-yielding hybrid variety to some 
75 households in Quy Chau district. the new variety 
mulberry trees have grown well, with plants and 
leaves being significantly larger than the mulberry 
variety being used before. additionally, and in coop-
eration with the local dard, the programme trained 
approximately 100 farmers in proper planting, 
cultivation and harvest of mulberry trees, as well as 
in the use of fertilizers while minimizing environ-
mentally damaging pesticides. 

inCreasinG produCtivity  
throuGh safety improvement in  
the Work and home environment  
and produCtion proCess

Based on the findings of an assessment on the 
working conditions in the sericulture and brocade 
production, the programme conducted training 
on osh. first, dard’s officials were trained to 
become qualified osh trainers. then, they trained 
women weavers in Chau tien and other communes, 
including twenty women from hoa tien Cooperative, 
on how to improve productivity by creating safe and 
more efficient working conditions. following the 
training, the Cooperative implemented a number 
of improvements, such as placing all the tools 
needed for weaving within arm’s reach, using a chair 
with a backrest when possible to avoid back pain 
(e.g. for sewing), adding a soft cushion to be more 

comfortable when weaving for extended periods 
and consistent use of protective equipment.

stabilizinG and improvinG quality  
of natural dyeinG

in order to ensure that dyeing of silk yarn would 
result in consistent and colourfast fabric, the 
programme provided the hoa tien Cooperative 
with a professional dyeing machine. Cooperative 
members were trained to use the machine  
effectively and safely. this allowed the group to 
produce higher quality and quantity of silk fabric 
more quickly.

produCt diversifiCation

support was provided to expand and diversify 
hoa tien Cooperative’s product range, which had 
been limited to traditional designs. national and 
international designers worked with the group 
to develop new products suitable for the interna-
tional market. 

faCilitatinG the market linkaGes  
beyond the traditional markets

in order to raise the profile and competitiveness  
of viet nam as a top exporter of high quality 
handicraft products, the programme supported 
the handicraft exporters association vietCraft 
in the promotion of an international trade fair 
entitled lifestyle viet nam. in 2012, the fair 
attracted 1,700 visitors, including over 1,300 buyers 
from europe, up from 300 visitors in 2010, and 
provided an opportunity for handicraft producers 
and shops to establish business relationships with 
potential buyers within and outside of viet nam. 
several programme participating companies, 
including the hoa tien textile Cooperative, partici-
pated in the fair. 

in order to diversify their customer base, the 
programme facilitated linkages between hoa 
tien textile Cooperative and exporting companies 
based in ha noi. linkages were established with 
greencraft, a fair-trade exporter, and Kana, a 
company managed by a female entrepreneur. the 
programme also supported both companies in terms 
of product and market development. ultimately the 

http://www.greencraft.vn
http://www.kana.com.vn
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creation of mutually beneficial business linkages 
offers the best prospects for sustainability beyond 
the programme duration.

preservinG Cultural heritaGe

despite frequent production of the brocade products 
by the thai women in Chau tien, the traditional 
meanings of different patterns depicted in the 
weavings were not always fully known or remem-
bered by the producers. recognizing the importance 
of documenting intangible cultural heritage for the 
thai people themselves as well as for viet nam, and 
recognizing the value that the intangible cultural 
heritage can add to traditional handicraft products in 
national and international markets, the programme 
documented the traditional patterns of the different 
ethnic minority groups, including the thai group 
from Quy Chau. the patterns were carefully redrawn 
and their meanings were documented, thus contrib-
uting to the preservation of the rich ethnic minority 
cultural heritage of viet nam. 

6. Progress and results
inCreased ConfidenCe and  
better neGotiation poWer by the 
Cooperative board members

as a result of their participation in various trainings 
and trade fairs, hoa tien textile Cooperative 
members, especially the Board members, gained 
renewed confidence in working and communicating 
with people outside of Chau tien commune. they 
are now better able to negotiate with customers 
with confidence. they travel to ha noi to deliver 
their products at least once a month and actively 
participate in festivals or trade fairs held locally or 
nationally to find new customers. in addition, with 
increased confidence and negotiation skills, the 
Cooperative members have gained new clients from 
different cities in viet nam as well as from other 
countries such as Japan. 

the women from hoa tien are also more active 
and play increasingly important roles in their 
community. the Board members of hoa tien 
textile Cooperative are actively teaching weaving 
technique as well as basic business skills, such as 

cost and price calculation, to other women  
who could not join training organized by  
the programme. 

‘‘I highly appreciate the 
support to sericulture and  
brocade production in Hoa Tien. 
I can see that women are feeling 
more confident after training 
and they have more active 
participation in local affairs. 
With increased confidence, two 
members of the Cooperative ran 
for the commune people’s council 
election in 2011 for the first time 
and have been elected. Perhaps 
this may be one of the impacts of 
the programme support.,,
mr. lu vAn nHi, vice cHAirPerson  
oF cHAu tien commune

inCreased Jobs in the loCal area throuGh 
the inCreased sale of their produCts

thanks to its participation in trade fairs, the hoa 
tien textile Cooperative could connect and negotiate 
with national and international buyers to receive 
new orders. this has translated into more brocade 
production and, consequently, more jobs. for 
example, a woman in Chau hanh, another village 
group supplying products to the Cooperative, has 
more than doubled her production in one year. With 
the increased sales, the hoa tien textile Cooperative 
is expanding its membership: three new women 
weavers joined the cooperative in 2012, and there are 
plans to expand with 10 more members during the 
next 3 years. 

inCreased inCome from broCade WeavinG 
amonG Cooperative members

gradual increasing of orders from customers, 
combined with reduced material and produc-
tion costs due to increased availability of raw 
materials and improvements in the production 
process, has translated into more benefits to hoa 
tien textile Cooperative members, an increase 
of 125-167 per cent in their average income from 


