Strengths and Weaknesses of ICD in Vietnam
The map helped to identify a number of strengths and weaknesses of ICDs in rural areas in Vietnam, which are summarised below.
Strengths
· The need for better Information and communication is widely recognised by all stakeholders at all levels.

· There are many innovative approaches to improve information and communication in rural areas.  These include national programmes to improve information infrastructure (eg MPT’s plans to achieve 100% fixed-line telephone coverage by 2005), and information availability (e.g. ICARD’s proposed network of Provincial Agricultural Information Centres and the Vietnam Country Development Gateway); regional initiatives (eg Nong Lam University’s website and the Finnish International Development Agency (FINNIDA)’s work on a District MIS in Thua Thien Hue), and local initiatives (e.g. MPTs plans to provide Village Post Offices and Cultural Centres with internet access, and  Catholic Relief Services People-Centered Agro-Enterprise Development Project).  There are also programmes attempting to strengthen vertical communication and information systems from village to capital (e.g. the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA)’s “Chia Se” Poverty Alleviation Programme).
· Vietnam has good roads, electricity & fixed-line telephone coverage, except in the more isolated rural and mountainous areas, and very wide television and radio broadcasting coverage and use.  
· There are well-developed institutional channels and structures exist for vertical communication.
· The national policy environment is favourable for improved information and communication systems.  The IT Master Plan has been approved and a national ICT Strategy is being developed.  The CPRGS and Grassroots Democracy Decree both recognise the need for and support the development of improved, people-focused information and communication systems in rural areas.
· Most people in Vietnam have basic literacy (except in some of the smaller ethnic groups – some of which do not have a written script), and there are good ICD skills and awareness at National and Provincial level.

Weaknesses

· Policy implementation is weak and disjointed.  Although many informants praised the inclusive, inter-sectoral, participatory process of developing the CPRGS, some criticized the absence of an implementation plan and lack of progress with implementation.
· Many departments are working on ICT strategies with little coordination or exchange of information between them.
· Most interventions to promote information and communications focus on ICTs.  For example the ICT Strategy has four components: i) ICT infrastructure; ii) IT Industry iii) Applications and iv) Human Resource Development. 

· Most people throughout Vietnam still think it is the responsibility of government to provide goods and services, and for the community to wait passively to receive them.  Mid-level bureaucrats see themselves as carrying out the orders of higher-level bureaucrats and delivering orders to lower-level bureaucrats.  Farmers wait for information and services to be delivered to them.
· Information seems to flow well up and down the system.  For example extension messages travel down from ICARD in Hanoi to Provincial and District Agriculture Offices (but rarely to farmers – other than through the mass media).  Conversely data (for example Food Insecurity Data within the Food Insecurity and Vulnerability Mapping System (FIVIMS) programme, or Commune Plans) flow up through Commune, District, and Provincial Offices to the National level, but is rarely seen again, and is not obviously incorporated into the information flowing down.

· There are weak horizontal linkages between organizations at all levels.  For example staff involved in the WB funded Rural Roads Project described a National Strategy for rural infrastructure development which included the extension of roads, electricity and telephone lines to remote rural areas, yet had no contact with the other departments responsible for electricity and telephones. 
· There is considerable control of information content and dissemination by the Ministry of Information and Culture.  ICARD described having to obtain permission from the Ministry each time they wanted to publish market prices, and others about the need to obtain Ministry approval before setting up web sites.
· Although there is clearly good ICT capacity at National level, IT, information and communication skills are weak at sub-national levels.

· Linkages between research and extension are more or less absent except at National level.  Staff at Nong Lam University, Ho Chi Minh City knew very little about the activity of the nearby Provincial Agricultural Extension Centre and vice-versa.
· Although information and communication infrastructure is quite strong, information content is weak – especially at sub-national level.  For example most TV and radio content is developed by the national networks and rebroadcast through Provincial and District networks, and most agricultural extension material developed in Hanoi and disseminated to District Offices.
· The result is that little locally relevant and useful information actually reaches farmers, especially in the remoter mountain areas: “The Last Mile” is a major problem in Vietnam.
· Language issues also create problems in Vietnam.  Although there is some radio broadcasting in ethnic languages, some of them don’t have a written script, and these communities are technically illiterate.  Even among literate Vietnamese, there are different script notations in different regions.  This is particularly acute when the script is handled through computers, where the use of different fonts in the north and south not only makes printed material illegible, but also makes it difficult to develop national databases.















