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Restructuring Human Resources…

RESTRUCTURING HUMAN RESOURCES: KEY FOR SUSTAINABLE AND FAST DEVELOPMENT OF VIETNAM

DANG NGUYEN ANH *
Abstract: Restructuring human resources have been an urgent issue for Vietnam today, especially at the period of demographic population. The author investigates the reality of Vietnam workforce, reveals several issues that need improving. Upon the findings of the research, the author suggests five major solutions for Vietnam to gain benefits from a demographic population and deeper international integration beginning with the ASEAN Economic Community in 2015.  
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Introduction 

Human resources are a key issue in the development of all countries, especially in nowadays trend of globalization and international integration. Developing human resources is a condition for implementing sustainability targets, cover and fairness in the development process. Many advanced countries have been actively investing, building and developing human resources as the basis to meet the needs of the fast socio-economic development. According to the United Nations, human resources are "all the knowledge, skill, experience, ability and creativity of the human relationship to the individual and national development" (UN, 2013). Human resources include physical, intellectual and professional skills of each individual, often regarded as one of capital forms including money, technology and natural resources. 

Human resources, natural resources, capital, infrastructure engineering, science and technology have relationships with each other, and human resources are considered endogenously dominant component of each country socio-economic development. Despite rich natural resources, huge capital or modern technology, a country without high quality human resources and proper manner to exploit this special source, it cannot develop as expected. In reality, stable growth and sustainability must be based on a high-quality education, scientific and technological innovation. High quality human resources may not be very large in number, but the quality must be ensured. In history, the success of the East Asian countries such as South Korea, Singapore, and Japan is based on high-quality educational human resources, skills, mental, physical and labor productivity.(*)
For Vietnam, human resources should be considered internal resources, the most valuable asset in the period of renovation, integration and development. Vietnam does not have many natural resources, it lacks funds and advanced technologies therefore it needs to take human resources as the alternative. It is the human resource, or human capital - a special development resource that should be prioritized. In the context of globalization and international integration, the importance of the knowledge economy, the acceptance and application of science - technology depends primarily on skillful, innovative human resource levels mastering scientific knowledge. This is the optimal, fastest path to achieve sustainable development goals. 
The global financial crisis in the past years set both negative effects and precious opportunities to restructure the economy. In the context of the world economic recession and the internal economy revealed many weaknesses, Vietnam aimed at innovation and economic restructuring in 2020 with the goal to achieve economic structure equivalent to the development of medium income nations (per capita of 3,000 USD). It is an open economy, based on qualified human resources, modern infrastructure and market institutions, good competitiveness and growth based primarily on improving productivity and efficiency (Government, 2012).
Bearing that goal since early 2013, the Prime Minister has approved the economic restructuring project to rapidly develop a balanced, effective, economical and highly competitive economy in the context of international integration. Particularly, the government has prioritized the processing and removing of 'bottlenecks'' to gain more powerful productive forces and consistent with the WTO commitments, construction and infrastructure of socio - economic development, training and human resources to meet the requirements of industrialization and modernization. Thus, the restructuring of human resources is one of three breakthrough strategy formation, development and effective use of highly qualified labor, well-trained human resources in technology, including the workforce serves corporate governance in Vietnam. 
It can be said that the issues of human development and human resource have reached its urgency peak in Vietnam today. Vietnam is entering a period of development with many new opportunities, but the current human resources are too difficult to exploit potential opportunities, even surrender these challenges, and prolonged the lag.  
2. Status of human resource structure today

2.1. “Demographic dividend” structure
Since 2006, Vietnam has entered a period of "demographic" (the optimal structure of the population), with approximately 60% of the population at working age (in total 90 million people). Labor aged 18 to 45 accounted for a large proportion of the population structure which many countries are dreaming (UNFPA, 2009). The concept of structure "demographic bonus" means two working age people (15-60) feed one or less than one dependent, or the number of working age people more than doubled number of dependents (not in working age, inability to create wealth and cannot make their own living). 

In the previous period, one working Vietnam should support one dependent. That ratio is now two people in the working age have one dependent and the population in active economic age (15-60 years) is at the maximum level of population bonus. Moreover, about a half the population is under 35, which facilitate the acquisition of scientific knowledge, technology and job transition flexibility. The burden of the population is at its lowest, and Vietnam owns one of the most prolific working age populations that can meet the objectives of socio-economic development of the country. Demographic population is bringing more labor and the lowest dependency ratio to help raise savings, increase investment for economic growth. 
Calculated from the first General Census 1979 in Vietnam to date, the proportion of working age people rises from 50% to 66%, while the percentage of children under age 15 decreased from 43% to 25%. With about 53 million people at working age, to be added each year 1.5 million people, it is really a good precondition for economic development (Census Steering Committee, 2011). The proportion of 30-54 years old population increasing has played big advantages on labor supply. According to the United Nations, the demographic population of Vietnam will last about 30 years (ending in 2035). It peaked in 2020, at the end of the country’s 10 year strategically socio-economic development (2011-2020). The time of "demographic" coincided with the period of industrialization, so if the education - training system performs better in terms of functional knowledge and skills, they will become an extremely strong motivation for the economy.
It is the abundance of the labor force that is contributing to Vietnam golden opportunities of development. These human resources’ quality should be fostered and improved to seize growth opportunities. The structure of "demographic" is a convenient opportunity for socio- economic development if we can promulgate appropriate policies on labor, employment and of human resources quality improvement. Therefore, Vietnam needs to have the proper orientation, restructuring and effective use of resources to take this advantage. The training of human resources to adapt to the demographic population structure is very necessary. We need to create favorable conditions to encourage the economic sectors involved in the process of education, vocational training, job creation, and quickly raise the percentage of trained workers and professional technicians.
Demographic population structure appears only once in the process of population growth. Without prompt and thorough solutions, Vietnam may not build high-quality human resources or create mass material possessions. When "demographic" opportunity is missed, the social consequences of unemployment, evils and social instability could happen that make the country poorer. 
According to some countries’ experience and research results (UNFPA, 2009), about 1/3 of the annual economic growth of the East Asia "tigers" is by taking advantage of the "demographic dividend". More than 15% of Chinese economic growth in 20 years is thanks to abundant, cheap labor force that has made China's rapid economic development; they do not have to deal with labor shortages in many countries today. The total population dependency ratio of China started descending from the 1970s, decreased rapidly in the 1980s. After the first reforming phase (1978 - 1992), China entered in-depth reform period in the 1990s, with the total dependency ratio began to drop below 50%. Era of Chinese demographic population will last about 40 years. Similarly, Japan, Singapore, and South Korea have grown rapidly during the demographic population structure, with a total population dependency ratio below 50%. These countries have achieved higher productivity, more savings, better investment return rate and faster growth during the demographic population.  
2.2. The quality of our human resources

Human resources of a country are often characterized by a number of factors such as labor, education, age, gender, the distribution of labor in the economy and various social organizations. Vietnam human resources are mainly of farmers (approximately 62 million farmers, accounting for over 70% of the population). After nearly 30 years of renovation and development, the emergence of young business generation is seen as a new factor in human resources. The education and training of Vietnam has contributed significantly to the achievement of the country. The general education level and students graduating courses increase rapidly than before, but overall, the national average educational level is about class 6 per person and 94% of the population are literate.
There are different perceptions of Vietnam human resource quality today. Some suggests that Vietnam’s abundantly cheap labor is an advantage to compete with other economies in attracting foreign investors. However, cheap labor is no longer an advantage, instead it is a major concern for the country in the new context. Cheap labor is synonymous with low quality, which entails low payment to the labor; and it does not meet the new trends, technologies used in the growing production and management of the business. Under the pressure of fierce competition for human resources brain, employment, labor market in the region and the world, Vietnam is losing the advantage of cheap manpower, poor quality; it is gradually losing the domestic market and the opportunity to work at home soil.
After 5 years joining the World Trade Organization (WTO), Vietnam has faced a serious shortage of human resources in several industries and sectors. Mistakes and shortcomings in the training and supply of human resources for society is paying a heavy price - the risk of lagging behind. The high-level manpower shortage is a big worry for enterprises in the context of global economic integration and fierce competition. The issue of training and mobilization of human resources and intelligence must be regarded as economic stellar. However, Vietnam's labor market is facing a serious shortage of skilled technical workers and high quality workforce in the industries of financial, banking, tourism, business... A source with less than 40% of workers are trained (and worryingly, they are mostly unskilled labor), they are unlikely to create great products for society. Vietnam’s labor productivity belongs to the lowest group in the Asia - Pacific. Compared with the more developed countries of ASEAN, Vietnam labor productivity equals to 1/5 of Malaysia, 2/5 of Thailand and 1/15 of Singapore (ILO and ADB, 2014). The primary cause of the low labor productivity condition is low quality of human resources which are mostly unskilled, untrained. 
We can see the shortcomings in the quality of human resources at present. If we take a scale of 10, the human quality of Vietnam is only 3.79 points (ranked 11/12 Asian countries participating in the World Bank's ranking) while the score of South Korea is 6.91; India is 5.76; Malaysia is 5.59; Thailand is 4.94. Due to the difference of training quality, training qualification in Vietnam has not been recognized by international labor market, even in ASEAN. Manpower trained in recent years has largely focused on specialized hardware, theory. They lacked soft skill training, job communication in foreign languages and teamwork capacity.
The gap between training supply versus market demand and the inadequacies of the education system leads to many graduates are unemployed. In recent years, only about 37% of graduates could find jobs, and over one hundred thousand bachelors/masters just graduated but were unemployed so they had to find part time jobs, even working without being paid with the hope that they might be recruited one day (Đặng Nguyên Anh, 2014). It is not rare that a valedictorian may work as a carpenter, an engineer earn money by carrying passengers on motorbike or a bachelor works as housemaid in provinces today.
The structural imbalance status of human resources is reflected in the results of The 2009 Vietnam Population and Housing Census: Completed Results (the Steering Committee of the Census, 2011). Of the 20.1 million workers trained on a total of 48.8 million workers are working, only 8.4 million people get degrees and certificates. People aged 15 and older trained and got technical certificates are low, accounting for approximately 40%. In Vietnam, there are 181 college students in every ten thousand people, while the world equivalent number is 100, and China's quantity is 140 (although Chinese national income per capita is nearly twice Vietnam). According to a survey of the World Economic Forum (WEF, 2005), the quality of Vietnam human resources ranked 53/59 among countries surveyed, and very unbalanced. Structure of trained labor between universities, colleges, and vocational schools is unreasonable in proportion 1-1,3-0,92 (while that of counterpart countries is 1-4-10). Although this ratio has been a little improved in recent years, the situation is still unbalanced and no significant change has been made. On the national level, 2/3 of doctorates do not research, instead they do the management/ administration. This is also a reason for the number of scientific papers published annually equals to 25% of Thailand and by 0.00043% of the world, although the actual number of Vietnam Ph. D recognized annually is higher than that of Thailand, and double, triple compared to many countries in Southeast Asia (Phạm Công Nhất, 2008).

We can draw the characteristics of human resource situation in Vietnam today is that manpower is plentiful, but the quality is still low compared to many countries in the region, untrained workers remain a majority while high quality human resource is small. The quality of science and technology manpower is not high, while young generations that can meet expectations have always been short. The whole system of human resources throughout a long period have worked very passively to fulfill certain targets without innovation, therefore labor productivity has been low. Despite the fact that Vietnam labor are creative and able to quickly learn techniques, they are weak at disciplinary, manners and industrial culture. The competitiveness of human resources is low, their deficiencies are revealing. Vietnam labor will face competition from workers in nearby countries such as China, Thailand, Indonesia, and Malaysia... when skilled personnel are free to move in the ASEAN Economic Community in 2015. 
3. Some oriented measures to restructure human resources

Growth pattern of Vietnam has been so far mainly in width, based on the increase in the fixed assets, capital-intensive exploitation of natural resources and cheap labor, but these elements have already saturated. The impact of factors such as technology innovation, quality of human resources is not significant in the growth pattern of Vietnam today. Due to resource and capital are limited and depleted over time, the key to development lies in the human resources, the intellectual, the head rather than muscle. All gone are the days of "hard working compensates intelligence." Therefore, restructuring human resources will contribute decisive importance to implement the above objectives. Here are some suggested solutions:

First, Vietnam has entered a period of restructuring "demographic", this is really an opportunity for socio-economic development. However, it is a challenge to seize this opportunity to make a breakthrough. Taking this precious advantage for the development of the country, we need to restructure the workforce training program - focusing on advanced training for skilled workers as well as creating jobs for the young labor force. There should be a close connection between educational institutions and vocational training for workers, and train them appropriate skills that meet the needs of the market and enterprise.
Second, in order to restructure the economy, we must have a high quality workforce that is trained with high technologies and/or sciences. They may include human resource for corporate governance and business management, namely business administration officials, experts and technical workers. The ultimate goal is to improve the quality of state and corporate governance. Talent and science are the way to change the position of the country, but there needs spirituality, meritocracy and science, tolerance to make Vietnam develop. Policies should be clear, transparent, correct and clearly distinguish the genuine and deficient, yes-man and honest officials in the public authorities. We should firmly respect intellectuals, human resource development, science and technology and creativity. We also need to build a scientific evaluation mechanism of finding and using scientific talents, overcome the brain drain flow today. 
Third, Vietnam human resource development strategy in the period 2011 - 2020 was approved by the Prime Minister in April, 2011 and following human resource development strategies of 29 ministries and 61 provinces have been under construction. However, these strategies need to be specified by measures and actions, focusing key regions such (Central Highlands, the South West, etc.) and priority areas such as supporting industries, agriculture, biological, medical, and green growth. It is important to respect and implement the principles of education - appropriate training is the decisive factor to create high-quality human resources for the sustainable development of the country, especially with the structural advantages of "demographic" population. We should aim at training mass skilled technicians and talented entrepreneurs’ managers to innovate businesses, products for international competition in the long term and timely serve economic structure and integration in the short term.  
Fourth, the communist party has determined to promote the quality of human resources as basic elements for the rapid and sustainable development. The task to improve the quality of human resources is crucial to the success of the national industrialization and modernization. Every year, the state needs to assess, periodically summarize theoretical and practical application of human resources in Vietnam and point out what performances are good, what remain to improve. They have to widely and fairly give information on human resources, timely draw experience, base on that to issue new policies as well as policy adjustments regarding the matter. These policies may involve job orientation, vocational training, state policy on management of vocational training, meritocracy, with thinking and new vision of human resources to become the country’s leading development factor.
Fifth, it is clear that Vietnam labor productivity is low. We cannot increase productivity and improve competitiveness with a poor quality of human resources. To continue attracting investments, Vietnam cannot delay raising the competitiveness of human resources. Government and relevant ministries should work more with businesses, organizations, educational institutions and vocational training centers to be able to supply high skilled human resources that meet economy requirement. Training high quality human resources is a prerequisite for rapid and sustainable development. Therefore, planning manpower training should be attached to socio-economic development. There should be policies supporting the high quality human resources training programs to increase the effectiveness of technology transfer, patent application in manufacturing, and labor productivity. 
The objective of Vietnam is basically becoming a modern industrialized country in 2020. This is a critical period of development and integration of our country and the world. High quality human resources are the condition to close the gap lag, deeply integrate with the international community. In fact, many developing countries have become middle-income countries, but very few countries have the ability to go on to become advanced industrial countries because they do not have appropriate policies to effectively develop and use human resources. This is the key to get rid of "middle-income trap". From that lesson, restructuring human resources must be reflected in the strategically economic and social development in the next 10 year plan with the most specific measures, the most serious considerations and the highest breakthrough applications.
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