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Abstract: A number of studies have indicated that short food supply chains could create economic,
social, and environmental benefits, but most of those chains were implemented in developed coun-
tries. This research aims to find out the characteristics of short food supply chains and their benefits to
small farmers in Vietnam, which is a developing country, based on the survey results from 338 small
farmers in the third quarter of 2020, with the support of Stata 14 software. The results showed that
the short food supply chains in the survey sample in Vietnam were characterized by two main actors:
small farmers and distributors. Farmers could sell products flexibly at the local market. There was
some initial evidence to prove that these chains helped to stabilize the input, output price, and
revenue; formulated sustainable income; and increased the satisfaction and confidence of farmers.
They eliminated gender discrimination in rural areas and improved livelihood for ethnic minorities.
These chains also enhanced the mindset on green, organic, and clean production of farmers, which
in turn created environmental benefits. COVID-19 has posed a negative impact on the income of
farmers and made them change their production and sales method. Therefore, the research could
suggest some policies to sustainably develop the short food supply chains in Vietnam in the future.

Keywords: sustainable development; short food supply chains; impact of Covid-19; developing

countries; small farmers; local market; Vietham

1. Introduction

Short food supply chains (SFSCs) are alternative food markets that are characterized by
few (or none) intermediaries between producers and consumers [1], or the production and
distribution take place in a certain geographical area, also considered as a local market [2].
The SFSCs aims to provide consumers with products that contain the characteristics of
local identity, nature, health, and trustworthiness [3].

There are three main types of SFSCs, namely: direct chains, which are the chains where
farmers make products and sell directly to consumers; short-distance chains are the chains
in which farmers make products and sell them within geographical proximity, usually
around the production sites; and extended chains are the chains that may have geographical
coverage, where farmers can sell products to consumers through local specialty stores or
organic product stores [1,4].

Sustainability 2021, 13, 2443. https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/su13052443

https:/ /www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2619-685X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0836-0743
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13052443
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13052443
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/5/2443?type=check_update&version=2

Sustainability 2021, 13, 2443

20f18

While conventional supply chains (long chains), especially global chains, could exploit
the competitive advantage and economies of scales, contribute to the development of
industrial technology, satisfy the increasing demand and supply sources, improve infor-
mation availability and plentiful venture capital [5,6], SFSCs can complement long chains
to diversify the sources of food supply [7]. There was some evidence that SFSCs had a
higher multiplier effect on local economies, especially in rural areas, than the long chains
did. Farmers who joined SFSCs were more likely to diversify their products. In some cases,
farms who joined SFSCs had a higher workforce [8,9] and gained a higher income per asset
and hour—but those results were very heterogeneous among farms, got more adequate
prices and higher value-added [10], and reduced economic uncertainties [11] compared
with long chains.

In recent years, many researchers have studied SFSCs and pointed out that these
chains contributed to sustainable development in economic, social, and environmental
terms [12-15]. The SFSCs were considered to bring economic benefits to farmers, con-
sumers, and local communities. Scientists believed that the SFSCs created jobs and in-
creased income in rural areas, enhanced job satisfaction and improved the capacity of local
communities, as well as raised consumer beliefs in the agricultural system, minimized
waste, and avoided migration from rural areas to the city centers [16]. It helped to in-
crease value-added and was a driver of rural economic regeneration [17], designed a new
economic space, and changed the decline in rural services and agricultural production
infrastructure [1,18,19]. Local trade, demand for local services, and labor markets would
increase with exponential effects thanks to the reduction of intermediaries and linkages
in the supply chain. Job opportunities were created directly from production and sales
activities such as planting, picking, packaging, selling, etc., or indirectly through delivery
services from material suppliers to retail stores. The SFSCs also brought opportunities for
the development of the tourism industry (especially for local brands and specialties) and
other service industries in local communities, thereby positively contributed to the local
economy [20].

Some researchers argued that SFSCs contributed to the increase in income for pro-
ducers by giving them chances to sell at a higher price, receive a larger share of the
profits due to the elimination of middlemen, and diversify and increase the value of their
products [20-22]. Others indicated that short food chain development through on-farm
marketing and sales was stable, and that it reduced marketing costs due to brand commit-
ment, good product quality, and accessibility [23]. Other studies presented that effective
supply chain management could contribute to the increase of the sustainable competitive
advantage for organizations [24-27]. SFSC management helped to enhance the efficiency
of the actors involved in the chain through the effective use of resources and the develop-
ment of internal and external linkages to create the coherent coordination, thus, increasing
competition between producers across the chain [24,28-33]. Effective linkages in the SF-
SCs contributed to improving the performance of enterprises and chain actors [34-38]
and might provide a sustainable potential competitive advantage [10,39]. Information-
based linkage, if managed effectively, could increase the performance of customers and
suppliers [7,40-42], and this would, in turn, improve the efficiency of chain actors [43—49].

From the social perspective, studies showed that the SFSCs contributed to the increase
of social interaction, trust, and social cohesion, built a sense of community and impulse
relationships between production and consumption, as well as enhanced the knowledge
which leads to behavioral changes [21]. It is believed that trust had been built up via the
direct interaction between producers and consumers at agricultural markets in the United
Kingdom [23]. The trust was not only related to the product itself, but also increased
the consumer beliefs in the farmer’s responsibility and safe production practices [50].
Another study pointed out that social benefits were one of the main factors that enhanced
producers and consumers to participate in the agricultural markets [51]. The SFSCs could
renew the relationship between producers by separating the political relationships and
enhancing the coherence of sales [52]. Some other scientists found a change in behavior
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among participants in a Community-Supported Agriculture model, which was the change
of the cooking and eating habits, mainly through consuming more local, seasonal, and
healthy foods [53,54].

In terms of sustainable environmental development, scientists believed that the SFSCs
represented in the local food model brought benefits to the environment by reducing
greenhouse gas emissions [55]. Other researchers considered the SFSCs as a way of
biodiversity improvement [56]. Although there was evidence in previous studies that
SFSCs had a positive effect on the environment (reducing carbon footprint), it was still
uncertain and needed more research [57,58].

Small farmers are characterized by small production volumes due to limited produc-
tion resources, low levels of investment, and limited access to knowledge of advanced
technologies and practices [59]. They play an important role in the socio-economic devel-
opment and political stability of rural areas because they create products to ensure food
security, nutrition, and health of many poor people [60]. There are some opportunities for
the production of small farmers in developing countries. A rapid rise in population could
create an increasing demand on the volumes of food products in general and products
from small farmers, in particular [61]. In addition, governments also recognized the role of
local food and encouraged consumers to purchase products from small farmers [7]. Mar-
ket liberalization around the world with the 4.0 technology development also generates
opportunities for small farmers to enlarge their market.

However, they might encounter many difficulties, including high levels of input price
and production risks; uncertainty output market; limited access to new technologies and
market information; inadequate infrastructure, high costs of storage and transportation,
and non-competitive markets [59]. In addition, due to poor access to markets and lack
of agricultural market information, there was some evidence that traders benefited more
while farmers sold their products [62,63].

In the horticultural sector, there are many kinds of products, such as tree fruits and
soft fruits to field vegetables and protected crops. They are one of the most important food
groups and use mainly for human food consumption. A small proportion of horticultural
products are used in pharmaceuticals; fibers and fuels; or for non-human uses such as
animal feeds and industrial applications [64]. Horticultural supply chains comprise all
activities from input supply such as seeds, fertilizer, chemicals, etc., through production,
post-harvest operations, distribution, and retail. These chains relate to a fragmented loose
chain with weak links among actors [65]. In the horticultural sector, most of the farms are
small, and its markets are almost imperfect. Integrating small horticultural farmers into a
high value-added supply chain could help them develop sustainably [66].

Vietnam is predominantly an exporter of horticultural products. The horticultural
sector in Vietnam was characterized by a diversified fruit and vegetable small farm with a
cultivated land of around 0.5 hectares. In Vietnam, horticultural supply chains, producers,
collectors, wholesalers, retailers, and export organizations are the main actors who could
take one or more functions along the chain. The horticulture value chains in Vietnam are
dysfunctional and need more change [67].

With a population of 97.3 million in 2020 [68] and the increasing demand for greater
diversity and quality in food products from the fast-growing middle-class consumers [67],
there is a large domestic market opportunity for horticultural products in Vietnam. How-
ever, the majority of the people in Vietnam are buying horticultural products from unor-
ganized local sources like wet markets and street vendors. A price information system is
not reliable and the distribution of the added value of the chain is unfavorable to farm-
ers [67]. Therefore, developing SFSCs, especially horticultural chains, could contribute
to sustainable development not only for small farmers, but also for consumers and local
communities in Vietnam in the future.

A lot of studies showed that SFSCs created benefits for the whole societies or specific
farmers [59,60], but most of the researches were carried out in developed countries like
Scotland, England, Wales, Ireland, France, Greece, Finland, Poland, Germany, Italy, etc. [69].
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How do SFSCs in developing countries work? Can small farmers in developing countries
get benefits from SFSCs? To understand this situation, this research has been implemented
in Vietnam, a developing country, as an exploratory study to find out characteristics of
SFSCs and their benefits to small farmers, and suggest some polices to improve the benefits
for small farmers.

2. Materials and Methods

The research focuses mainly on the qualitative features of SFSCs for selected small
farmers, with some quantitative information, in particular, the economic data of the
farmer’s production. A structured questionnaire set was designed to interview farmers—
the major and most important actor in the SFSCs. Firstly, a semi-structured interview was
used to collect qualitative data and information [70] to define the SFSCs, describe the char-
acteristics of the chain actors, flow of information, flow of products, and supporting system.
The specific research areas were designed (which were region, province, district, communes,
and villages), then a sample of small farmers was chosen. The results of this step were to
comprehend the general situation of the study sites, understand the geography, the habits,
working hours, methods of transportation used in the study sites, and the difficulties and
challenges before the survey was carried out. A pre-test of the questionnaire was also
conducted in this interview to develop the formal version of the questionnaire. Secondly,
a structured interview with a standard questionnaire was used to collect qualitative and
quantitative data for the analysis [71]. The questionnaire included 63 questions, presented
in six sections: General information of small farmers (6 questions); Characteristics of farm
production (16 questions); Market and sales (11 questions); Participation of farm in the
SFSCs (14 questions); Risks and impact of coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic (9 questions);
and Potential and demand for support to develop SFSCs sustainably (7 questions).

The next method to collect data was through informal conversational interviews.
This method is very flexible and appropriate for exploring a broad field related to farm-
ing [72] and gain insight into problems in the target study villages. In-depth interviews
provide qualitative and quantitative information on the chain and are particularly useful
for different participants in the chain to understand their complementary relationships.
Observation is used to obtain qualitative and quantitative data from local markets on
transactions, interactions, processes, and embedded services [72] and crosscheck informa-
tion obtained from other sources. It is also used for collecting related information about
infrastructure, hygienic conditions, and the attitude of those interviewed in the survey.
The research steps are presented in Figure 1.

1
Semi-structure |
1
1

1
! interview : Discuss |
; !
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, e . e
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! In-depth i Pre te.St Fhe
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[
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Figure 1. Research steps. Source: Own Illustration.
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Non-probability sampling method [73] with specific sample numbers:

o5 — Z>x (px (1—p)) _ 196° x (0.08 x (1—0.08))

e? 0.032

=314 1)

In which: Z is the standard distribution statistical value. With 95% confidence, Z =
1.96. p: the probability of selection. With the limitation of study time, we choose p = 8%, e:
level of error, e = 3%.

The target survey group was small farmers, who created and sold products in SF-
SCs, meaning, there was a maximum of one intermediate between producers and end-
consumers. The interview was carried out with the head of the farms within one and a half
hours, and at three regions of Vietnam: the north, the central, and the south, in the third
quarter of 2020. In each region, we chose one representative province/city: Hanoi City in
the north; Dak Lak province in the central, and Dong Thap province in the south. In each
province, we chose two representative districts, and in each district, one representative
commune was chosen. In each commune, 70 small farmers were interviewed. 420 farmers
were interviewed, and after cleaning, 338 samples (80.5%) were used for processing and
analysis. Information was also collected from 60 actors (20 actors in each region, such as
local shop owners, collective kitchen, traders) and relevant stakeholders such as local
authorities. After cleaning, data were processed by Stata 14 software, and presented in
tables, figures.

Grade point average calculation method (GPA) was used to determine the level of
farmer’s satisfaction in joining the SFSCs.

Maximum — Minimum 5-1

Dist lue = = =0.8 2
istance value . 5 )

The mean value was calculated by the number of farmers at each level of satisfaction
and the coefficient of each level and was compared with the intervals in the scale of
importance (Table 1) to find its meaning.

Table 1. The interval of the level and the meaning.

Mean Level
1.00-1.80 Never Very dissatisfied
1.81-2.60 Rarely Dissatisfied
2.61-3.40 Sometimes Neutral
3.41-4.20 Often Satisfied
4.21-5.00 Frequently Very satisfied

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics and Participation of Small Farmers in the Short Food Supply Chains

The SFSCs in the survey sample in Vietnam are presented in Figure 2. There were two
main functions in the chain only: production and distribution. These functions were imple-
mented by two main actors: producers (farmers, cooperatives); and distributors-marketeers
(traders, local shops, etc.), who participated directly in value-added creation along the
chain. The role of distributor and marketeer was not separated clearly. A distributor could
do a function of a marketeer, which means he/she could sell products in or to a market.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2443

6 of 18

>Producti0n> > Distribution >

The market Policy framework: National

supports: Marketing,
finance, linkages,

Technical

supports and provincial policies

Figure 2. The short food supply chains (SFSCs) in the survey sample in Vietnam. Source: Own illustration.

There were 263 out of 338 surveyed farmers who grew fruit, accounting for 77.8%.
The proportion of farmers who grew vegetables, rice, produced meat, egg, and others were
28.1%, 5.0%, 8.3%, 4.7%, and 17.1%, respectively. These farmers and their cooperatives were
the major and starter actors who played the most important role in the chain. They created
products and provided them to distributors or directly to end-consumers. In some special
cases, there were some eco-tourism farms/enterprises to do this function. In the distribution
stage, there were many participants such as traders, local shops, convenience shops, local
market/supermarket, or collective kitchens. They linked producers and consumers, making
a smooth flow of goods. They were the most powerful actors in the chain and became the
decision-making actors for the chain.

Some stakeholders did not participate directly in value-added creation along the chain
but affected or had an interest in the chain operation. Some organizations and projects
from the national or provincial levels supported the farmers or their cooperatives. The vet-
erinarians, plant protection organizations, and outreach initiatives helped farmers to deal
with their technical problems such as disease control, protecting production from harsh
conditions, preventing them from suffering the effects of natural disasters, etc. Financial
institutions such as the Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development, along with the
Policy and Social Bank provided them with small loans. Universities and educational
organizations provided support related to marketing, chain linkage, and farm manage-
ment. The government and local authorities created the environment to produce food
products through decisions, resolutions, directives, decrees, etc. However, the role of these
stakeholders was not clear because the SFSCs was a new concept and there were only a
few people interested in it in Vietnam.

Because the SFSCs were rather new in Vietnam, most of the farmers participated in
the pilot chains that they learned from the Internet or elsewhere, and then they built a
chain spontaneously. In addition, there were 9% of farmers who formed a chain themselves
based on their working experience and relationships with consumers. Some farmers joined
the chain thanks to the encouragement and support from projects and local authorities.
The rest joined the chains thanks to other opportunities (sometimes incidental chance)
such as a niche market of guava for a politician, or high-income consumers demand-based
market for vegetable in Long Bien district, Hanoi City (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Participation of surveyed farmers in the SFSCs of Vietnam. Source: Survey results, 2020.

According to surveyed farmers’ points of view, the local market was the area within
20 kilometers from their production areas (28.4% response) or within their communes
(29.6% response). All of the farms (100%) had more than half of their products (53.6%) sold
at the local market. Many of these farms sold all of their products (100%) at the local market.
There were 11.5% of farmers who sold their products at the local market daily, 13.6% sold
weekly, 4.2% sold monthly and the rest sold quarterly. In Vietnam, small farmers were quite
flexible in selling their products, they could simultaneously sell their products through
many different channels [74]. Among the surveyed farms, many of them sold the products
at their farm gates, some sold via local shops, others to processing factories, supermarkets,
convenience shops, or collective kitchens. With the development of technology, the number
of farms that sold their products online through E-commerce platforms or social networks
was increasing. However, the major sales channels were to the local traders and local
markets. The shares of products sold to other channels were rather low, less than 10%
(Table 2).

There were two major distribution channels of products from the surveyed small farm-
ers in Vietnam. In the first channel, farmers sold their products directly to end-consumers
at their farm gates, at local markets, online, cash on delivery (farmers normally play the
role of shippers), or a collective kitchen. In the second channel, there was one intermediary
between producers and consumers. The middlemen might be local traders, local agri-
cultural shops, local cooperative shops, convenience shops, local market/supermarkets,
or collective kitchens (Figure 4).

Farm gates, local markets, online, cash on delivery, collective kitchens

>
>
Local shops/convenience/

cooperative shops/
market/supermarkets

Collective kitchens

Figure 4. Distribution channels of the surveyed farms in SFSCs of Vietnam. Source: Survey re-
sults, 2020.
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Table 2. Share of products by sales channels.

Sales Channels Obs <10% 10-20% 20-50% >50%
Farm Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % Freq. %

Farmgate 301 189 62.79 64 21.26 24 7.97 24 7.97

Local market 224 147 65.62 15 6.7 34 15.18 28 125

Cash on 177 172 97.18 4 226 0 0 1 0.56
delivery

Collective 179 172 96.09 3 1.68 1 0.56 3 1.68
kitchen

Social network 177 172 97.18 2 1.13 1 0.56 2 1.13

Local trader 332 63 18.98 9 2.71 14 4.2 246 74.1

Source: Survey data, 2020.
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Almost all farmers sold their fresh products with preliminary processing (98%).
There was only 2% of farms that processed products before selling. Although most of them
recognized the importance of advertising and labeling the products, there was only 17.8%
of farmers advertising and nearly 3% labeling products before selling. Three major reasons
to explain why they did not label their products before selling were “no request from
consumer” (42.3%), “high cost of labeling” (24.3%), “do not know how to label” (16.6%).

3.2. Sustainable Benefits of the Short Food Supply Chains to Small Farmers
3.2.1. Economic Benefits

The SFSCs created many economic benefits for producers, consumers, and the local
community [10]. For producers in Vietnam, especially small farmers, participating in the
SFSCs stabilized the input, output price, and revenue; created sustainable income; and
increased satisfaction and confidence. According to farmers’ response, before joining the
SFSCs, 82% of them had faced the situation of fluctuated price; 66.3% of farmers had
faced difficulty due to output price reduction, 21.3% of them had experienced difficulty in
sales. However, after participating in the SFSCs, this situation was much improved (76.3%).
In 2019, the average profit of the farms was 106.2 million Vietnam Dong (VND) (Dong
(VND) is the currency of Vietnam. Exchange rate: 1 USD = 23,040 VND, consulted on 12
September 2020. Exchange rates (vietcombank.com.vn)). Some farms obtained losses, but
some farms innovated, applied advanced technology, developed niche markets, managed
farms well, and achieved high profits. The highest profit farm achieved 2 billion VND.

On average, income from the surveyed farmers in the SFSCs occupied 71.8% of total
farm income. The lowest proportion was 5% while there were many farms whose total
income came entirely from the SFSCs (Table 3). There were 35.21% of farms that reported
that their income improved after joining the chain.

Table 3. Farmers’ profit and share of income from SFSCs.

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Share of
income from
short food
supply chain
Profit (1000
VND)

Source: Survey results, 2020.

328 71.81402 29.65117 5 100

291 106,205.4 247,726.3 —10,000 2,000,000

One of the farmers who grew guava in Phuc Loi commune, Long Bien district,
Hanoi City, expressed in one of the interviews conducted:

“Since joining the short guava supply chain, guava price of my farm and others
in the commune is more stable and much higher than in the market. In some
cases, it is two or three times higher than the market price. This increases our
income. My profits are nearly 2 times higher than those of other guava farmers
in other areas. Therefore, I am very satisfied with the production.”

Another farmer who grew vegetables in the Dong Du commune, Long Bien district,
Hanoi City, expressed:

“In the past, I planted vegetables and often faced the situation with the good
season price loss, or good price while cropping failures. Also, the input price was
high, output price fluctuated or decreased by traders. Many times, we could not
sell our products and had to use vegetables to feed our animals such as chickens,
pigs, or cows. Since joining this SFSC, I concentrate on producing to ensure
the quality of products and do not have to worry about selling, and the price is
stable. My income improves much. I and about 40 farmers are very satisfied to
participate in this chain. We are very happy.”
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A farmer growing organic coffee in Buon Me Thuot city, Dak Lak province, said:

“Three years ago, I grew conventional coffee and often suffered from the situation
of decreasing the price by traders. The output price was low while the input price
was high, therefore, I got losses many times. Sometimes, I became discouraged
and wanted to stop the farming job. After joining this organic coffee supply chain,
although we have to work harder and production costs are higher, we get a much
higher output price, easy-to-sell products, and higher income. Nowadays, many
of our neighbors join the SFSCs.”

In general, the surveyed farmers felt satisfied with their income, job, social respect,
and plant types (Table 4). The only factor that they were dissatisfied with was “the con-
sumer/consumption market.” There were 146 people (43.2%) who complained that local
demand was still small.

Table 4. Farmers’ satisfaction when participated in the SFSCs.

Factors Obs Mean Std. Dev. Meaning
Income 332 3.41 1.15 Satisfied
Job 330 3.65 0.80 Satisfied
Social respect 322 3.54 0.74 Satisfied
Plant types 331 3.81 0.68 Satisfied
Consumption 330 251 1.19 Dissatisfied
market

Source: Survey results, 2020.

A farmer in Dak Lak province explained the reason for the dissatisfaction with the
consumer market in one of the interviews conducted:

“The consumer market for products in the SFSCs is still limited in Vietnam, only
a small proportion of consumers know about it.”

3.2.2. Social Benefits

In addition to the economic contribution, the SFSCs generate social benefits for small
farmers. Firstly, it creates stable jobs for them. Survey results showed that the chain
created jobs not only for farmers themselves, but each farm also created 2.4 full-time jobs,
5.6 part-time jobs, or approximately 3.41 full-time equivalent jobs for rural people.

A farmer joining a short high-quality-rice supply chain in Lam Dong province said:

“Working on a farm is hard. Previously, many people in my village had to quit
their jobs, left their villages to do manual work in the industrial zones, or became
street vendors in big cities because they could not sell the products or always get
lost. Since joining the short supply chain of high-quality-rice, we do not worry
about the output market. The price is stable. In brief, this chain creates many
stable jobs for us, and improve our lives.”

Secondly, SFSCs could eliminate the situation of gender discrimination in rural areas
of Vietnam. This still exists in the world of work, as big farms prefer to recruit men rather
than women. However, the surveyed farms were likely to recruit women to work in their
farms, with more than 60% of jobs generated for women.

A commune government official shared about the benefits of developing SFSCs for
women:

“Development of the SFSCs not only creates jobs and stable incomes for women,
but also creates better conditions to improve the quality of life, contributes and
supports women in our commune to develop comprehensively in knowledge,
communication skills, social activity, and health care. They are more confident in
life and have a better capacity to participate in making decisions about their own
family and in their village.”
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Third, the development of SFSCs contributes significantly to improve livelihood for
ethnic minority farmers. The survey results showed that there were many people from
ethnic minorities who obtained benefits from participating in the SFSCs, such as the Tay,
the Dao people in the northern province; the E De and the Nung people in the central
province; and the Khmer in the southern province of Vietnam.

One farmer in an SFSC associated with Kotam tourism farm in Buon Me Thuot city,
Dak Lak province, expressed:

“Since we developed this chain, we have created direct jobs with stable income
for more than 60 employees of the E De ethnic group, of which, more than half
are female. I am a person who always wants to preserve the unique culture of
the E De people. We often organize activities to promote and develop the culture
of the E De people; connect people, and bring the E De culture to everyone. We
also have generated indirect jobs for many surrounding farmers who supply
additional products to the chain.”

Fourth, participating in the SFSCs through cooperatives facilitates and brings people
in the village together, creates opportunities for farmers to collaborate, start-up, and get
support from local authorities or organizations.

Recently, there were 65% of households/farms with more than 10 million farmers in
Vietnam participated in cooperatives or associations [75], especially agricultural coopera-
tives. Joining the SFSCs through cooperatives has been a great help to farmers. There were
107 among 338 surveyed farmers (31.66%) who joined the cooperatives or associations.
Among those farmers, 11 people started up their cooperatives. 134 people got support from
national and/or local government, 8 people joined and got support from cooperatives,
and 45 people got other benefits such as training, coaching, and sharing experience.

Finally, participation in the chain also contributed to strengthening farmers’ capacity
or power when negotiating with distribution intermediaries (25.74%), and it also enlarged
their output market (27.81% response).

3.2.3. Environmental Benefits

SFSCs not only created economic and social benefits, but also generated environ-
mental benefits for small farmers. It contributed to the improvement of efficiency and
mindset on green, organic, and clean production for farmers. To join SFSCs, farmers had
to strictly comply with safety standard production, including regulations on the safe use
of veterinary drugs, protection chemicals, preservatives, food sanitary and phytosanitary
materials. Among the surveyed farms, 204 people (60.4%) followed these safe standard
farming procedures; 6% of the farms applied best production practice to ensure their
and society’s better living environment by non-use of chemical production models in the
greenhouse, net house, or organic models; 93.2% of farms did not use preservatives in the
process of preserving agricultural products; 23% of farms did not use chemical fertilizers
and pesticides. These production models provided safe agricultural products that ensure
food sanitary and phytosanitary to customers. More importantly, farmers themselves
obtained benefits from reduced chemical exposure, thus, their health was safe, their living
environments, including air, land, and water environment were fresher, healthier, and guar-
anteed. Society also obtained benefits through ensuring biodiversity, minimizing habitat
destruction, reducing soil and water pollution from excessive pesticides and fertilizers.

A farmer participating in a short chain of vegetables in Duong Xa commune, Gia Lam
district, Hanoi City said:

“To join this short supply chain of safe vegetables, members must understand

and practice the correct food safety and hygiene standards, ensure to use the

right kind, at the right time, with the right dose of safe and suitable fertilizers

and pesticides. Before, we did not know well, used unsuitable or over-used

of chemicals so that, many species disappeared such as leeches, insects, ... .

Human health was also affected, many people suffered from skin diseases or
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respiration problems. Since joining this chain, we use chemicals properly, our
living environment is guaranteed, peoples” health becomes improved.”

Participating in short supply chains of agricultural products for sale in the local
market contributed to the reduction of transportation costs and carbon emissions by
reducing energy use during transportation. Due to the short distance from producers to
end-consumers, the major means of product transportation from producers to consumers’
areas were motorbikes (55.3%) that use much less petrol than big transportation such as
vans and trucks. There were 25% of farmers who use means of transportation without
using any petrol such as on foot or bike. There were only 12.4% of them who used a small
truck to transport products, of which there were only 0.6% using refrigerated trucks in case
of transporting the easily spoiled products such as meat (Figure 5).

m On foot = Motobike = Bike = Truck m Refrigerated truck m Others

Figure 5. Means of transportation. Source: Survey results, 2020.

3.3. Impact of Coronavirus Pandemic

The SFSCs in the survey sample showed some evidence of benefits to small farmers.
However, to join the SFSCs, farmers faced some difficulties. According to the respondents,
the biggest difficulties they often encountered included: capital shortage (34.62%), labor
shortage (24.85%), water shortage (24.26%), and transportation difficulty (6.5%). It was
more difficult for the farmers in the mountainous areas.

Especially in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic posed a negative impact on small farmers
in general and small farmers in the SFSCs, in particular. There were 142 people (43.03%)
who responded that they faced very difficulties, and 104 people (31.52%) faced difficulty in
sales during the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 also affected the small farmers’ income.
There were 130 farmers (38.46%) who responded that their income decreased due to the
pandemic.

In response to the COVID-19 outbreak, many farmers tried to reduce the negative
impact by producing and providing food products to satisfy the daily demand of the
customers. There were 39 people (11.54%) who changed from direct to indirect sale method,
9 people (2.66%) who changed from traditional sale method to selling on social networks,
8 people (2.37%) who changed to sell in the local vegetable shop, and 29 people (8.58) who
changed to the other sale methods, including E-commerce platform.

The COVID-19 pandemic also impacted the approach and orientation of the small
farmers in Vietnam. Before the pandemic, there had been only 38 farmers (11.3%) who had
participated in ecotourism and collective kitchen SFSCs. During COVID-19, the demand
for joining these chains increased to 63 farmers (18.6%). The number of farmers who
would like to join these chains shortly was 190 (56.2%), and 72 other people (21.3%) would
consider joining these chains.

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic also affected the mindset of farmers on production
and marketing methods. Previously, there had been only 6% of farmers who applied and
practiced the production model without using chemicals such as greenhouse, net house, and
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organic production models. By the time of the survey (during the COVID-19 pandemic),
the numbers of farmers who would like to apply the organic production model were
224 people (66.3%). The numbers of farmers who advertised and labeled their products
before COVID-19 were 60 and 9 people, respectively. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
90 people advertised and 93 people labeled their products. Many of them would like to
develop their product brands.

3.4. Demand for the Support to Develop the SFSCs Sustainability

According to farmers’ points of view, it was necessary to support the SFSCs in Vietnam.
They expressed that to promote the chains, both production and sales needed support.
They evaluated four main factors that needed to improve the sales: “to be trained in
marketing,” “to be connected to local retailers and consumers,” “to be supported on
product branding,” and “to participate in the local distribution chain.” (Table 5) There were
261 people (77.22%) who needed the support of convenient sale points; 99 people (29.3%)
had a demand for the support of market information; 81 people (24.0%) desired to support
product labels and brand; and 67 people (19.8%) wanted to support in advertising and
promoting their products.

7

Table 5. Evaluation level of demand for support in sales.

Criteria Obs Mean Std. Conclusion

Be trained in
marketing
Be connected to
local retailers 338 4.0 0.99 Important

and consumers
Be involved in
product 338 3.9 1.00 Important
branding
Be participated
in the local
distribution
chain

338 3.5 1.31 Important

338 4.0 0.98 Important

Source: Survey results, 2020.

To enhance the production, the farmers evaluated “to be trained in organic production”
at the important level. There were 120 people (35.50%) who needed the information and
guideline documents for organic production, and 78 people (23.08%) who would like to
support the organic production procedure. Moreover, 85 farmers (25.15%) demanded a
loan from banks and financial institutions for their investment. There were 171 people
(50.59%) who wanted to support improving skills of good practice in tourism farming.
Some people needed other supports such as an Internet system (9.17%), vehicles for product
transportation (6.51%), etc.

4. Discussion

The sales method of the survey sample in the SFSCs via a local market in Viet-
nam (within a commune, a district with the producers) was similar to previous research
ideas [76], but the geographical distance in Vietnam (within 20 km) seems shorter than
those of others [30,77]. Although these sales methods have existed from the past in Viet-
nam, most of them were in unorganized local sources like wet markets and street vendors.
The sales method through SFSCs with good linkages among chain actors ensures the good
quality of products, brings more benefits not only for farmers but also for consumers.
The geographical distance in the surveyed short food supply chain in Vietham was shorter
than others because the concept of the SFSCs is still new in Vietnam, most small farmers
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joined the short food supply chain based on their relationship with neighboring areas and
in the first period of development.

The sales through farm gates, local product shops, convenience shops, collective
kitchens, E-commerce platforms, or the social networks of the small farmers in the survey
sample of the SFSCs in Vietnam was similar to some previous studies [1,3,4,78,79]. How-
ever, a difference from developed countries like France, Austria, Hungary, Italy, etc. [3,8,69]
is that the major channels of sales from the survey sample in Vietnam were through the
local traders and markets. This implies that local traders will have a stronger power on
setting products’ prices and they will have more benefit, while small farmers will be more
vulnerable because they will become accepted price actors. Almost all the farms sold their
fresh products with preliminary processing, and most of them (97%) did not label products
before selling. In the integrating world, in order to compete with other participants in the
market, small farmers should think about improving the value-added for their products
through processing and labeling the products.

The SFSCs from the survey sample in Vietnam created economic benefits to small farm-
ers such as stabilizing the input, output price, and revenue, creating sustainable income,
and increasing satisfaction and confidence for them as previous research
results [20,21]. It also created stable jobs, strengthened linkages, and collaborate with
the people in the villages similar to the previous studies [21,51,54]. In addition, it con-
tributed to improving the situation of gender discrimination in rural areas of Vietnam,
enhancing livelihood for ethnic minority farmers, and strengthening farmers’ negotiation
capacity or power when discussing with distribution intermediaries. Although this benefit
should be proven by more methodical and full research, this could be an additional value
of the SFSCs in the developing countries with multi-ethnic minority groups like Vietnam.

Similar to other researchers’ results, the SFSCs created environmental benefits for
society [56]; the SFSCs in the survey sample in Vietnam contributed to the change of
the orientation and action of farmers in Vietnam to be greener and cleaner for a good
living environment by non-use or less-use chemicals production models. It also helped to
reduce carbon emissions by using no or fewer energy-consuming transportation means,
for example, farmers who went on foot, rode bicycles, or used motorbikes. However, it is
necessary to do more and full research in the future to gather enough information to prove
that.

5. Conclusions

The SFSCs is almost a new concept in Vietnam and does not attract much attention.
The survey sample results showed that the chain was very simple but the initial results
provided some evidence of its benefit to the sustainable development of economic, social,
and environmental aspects. The SFSCs with good linkages among chain actors to ensure the
good quality of products brought more benefits not only for farmers but also for consumers
and local communities.

In Vietnam, besides developing global supply chains, the development of SFSCs
will be an alternative method to promote the sustainable development of the economy
in general, and small farmers, in particular. To do this, the government had better pay
attention to create the investment environment for the development of the SFSCs as follows:

Provide suitable regulations to adjust the new mechanisms and operations of the chain
participants such as food safety and hygiene regulations to ensure food quality; the “Green”
production procedure to enable the production of environmentally friendly items; and
trade rules to motivate the public sector to purchase local and environmentally friendly
products, for example, the government could require or encourage a minimum percentage
of fresh local foods in school meals.

Develop regulations on local brands such as Rules of Origin Protection and Geograph-
ical Indication Protection to protect local products with certain characteristics and promote
the recognition and trust of consumers.
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Establish policies to support marketing, trade, and product promotion. Farmers are
often the main actors in the SFSCs, but they face great difficulties in marketing and promot-
ing products. Therefore, the supportive policies on marketing and product promotion help
them a lot when participating in the short chains, where they directly introduce, advertise,
and sell products to consumers. There are some kinds of supporting aspects such as logistic
support for local markets; technical assistance for creating marketing platforms; negotiation
capacity; accessing marketing and production services; developing collective retail stores;
assistance to facilitate product certifications; development of product logos, trademarks,
and branding.

Create financial incentives for the chain actors, especially for small farmers to invest
in the new production and marketing methods.

Support for research and training in the SFSCs to promote the thinking and behavior
of actors.

This is a small research, initially giving some observation about the benefits of the
SFSCs in Vietnam. In order to have a full and accurate explanation about the SFSCs in
Vietnam, it is necessary to have more methodical and full research in the future. This study
demonstrates an opportunity for the research and adoption of SFSCs in the context of
increasing domestic demand for greater diversity and quality in food products from the
fast-growing middle-class consumers in Vietnam.
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