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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1. Special use forests in Vietnam 

The conservation of forests and the biodiversity they contain remains a key global 
environmental challenge. This challenge is all the more important in countries like Vietnam 
when millions of people still depend on these forests for their livelihoods – either directly 
by exploiting the resources they hold, or indirectly from the ‘environmental’ services they 
provide society (Sunderlin et al., 2005; Bishop and Pagiola, 2012). As more demands are 
placed on forests the need to ensure that effective means of conserving them are put in 
place. But this is made all the more complicated where people cannot be, and given their 
social importance, should not be ‘fenced out’ (Persha et al., 2011). It is also made more 
complex as the interest in the conserving forests extends well beyond a single community 
or even a single country. As both biodiversity and the carbon embedded in trees and soil 
are increasingly viewed as a global common good the demands for forest conservation 
become even more global in nature (Vijge, 2016). At the same time, forest land remains a 
sovereign resource, and decisions on use, access and conservation remain are ongoing 
negotiation between the state and those citizens located in and around these forests. It is 
this negotiation, in the context of multiple claims on how forests should be used and 
conserved, that thesis addresses. 

In Southeast Asia, forests are a particularly contested, and their conservation negotiated to 
varying degrees of success (see for example Sodhi et al., 2010; Miettinin et al., 2011). The 
economic growth of the region has placed emphasis not only on efficient resource use but 
also on conservation. In centralised states like Vietnam, which has been ruled by a single 
party for the last four decades, the state remains the key conservation decision maker over 
some of the most ecologically important forests in the region. Located within the Indo-
Burma Biodiversity Hotspot (IBBH), Vietnam is ranked as the sixteenth most biodiversity 
rich country in the world. It hosts 110 Key Biodiversity Areas (Mittermeier et al., 2004), and 
62 Important Bird Areas (Birdlife International, 2016). The country also claims two World 
Natural Heritage Sites, five Ramsar wetlands, eight United Nations Education, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Biosphere Reserves and two Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Heritage Parks. Underlying this list of conservation 
governance arrangements is the country’s high level of species endemism. It is estimated 
that 10% of Vietnam’s plants are endemic to the country (Pilgrim and Tu, 2007), while 
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twelve known species of mammals, seven species of birds, 48 species of reptiles, 33 species 
of amphibians and 80 species of freshwater fish are endemic to Vietnam (USAID, 2013).  

To protect its natural heritage and biodiversity, Vietnam has established a three tiered 
system of forest management. The first tier is a system of ‘protection forests’ which 
consists of forests classified for upstream watershed protection, anti-shifting sand forests 
and coastal wave-breaking forests. The second tier is labelled ‘production forests’ which 
contains forests set aside for timber production and forest products. And the third tier is 
‘special use forest’  (SUFs) “the backbone of the national protected areas system” (PARC 
2006), comprising terrestrial forests, and a number of wetland and marine areas (ICEM 
2003, see Figure 1.1). Although starting with Cuc Phuong national park in 1962, the 
number of SUFs only started to increase from 1993, when Vietnam officially became a 
member of Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) (Zingerli, 2005; Meyfroidt and 
Lambin, 2008a). Today, Vietnam has a total of 164 SUFs covering 2.2 million hectares , 
equivalent to 7.4% of the country’s total land area and 4.9% of national territorial waters 
(USAID, 2013). In 2014 the government made a commitment to again increase the number 
of SUFs to 176, which would cover an additional 200,000 ha by 2020 (Government, 2014; 
PanNature et al., 2014). As shown in Table 1.1, the expansion of SUFs under one system 
captures a wide range of land uses and levels of conservation, with national parks 
supplemented with nature reserves, species and habitat reserves, landscape protected areas 
and experimental and scientific research areas (MONRE, 2011b; PanNature, 2011a). As 
outlined above, many of these have received international recognition. However, despite 
the establishment of the national SUF system being deemed a ‘success’ (PanNature et al., 
2014), a key paradox appears to have emerged, which questions the effectiveness of these 
protected areas. Despite the huge increase of SUFs over the last 25 years biodiversity and 
forest density in Vietnam continues to decline. 

The decline in biodiversity in Vietnamese SUFs has been subject to much scrutiny (To 
Xuan Phuc, 2009; UNDP & Government of Vietnam & GEF, 2010). According to the 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE) (2011b), the listed number of 
threatened species (critically endangered, endangered or vulnerable) is 882 (418 fauna and 
464 flora) in the 2007 Vietnam Red Book, which means an increase with 161 species 
compared to the list of the year 1992. Nine fauna and one flora species are considered as 
extinct in nature (Dicerorhynus sumatrensis, Bos sauveli, Tapirus indicus, Cynogale lowei, Procypris 
merus, Anguilla japonica, Cervus nippon, Crocodylus porosus, and orchid Paphiopedilum vietnamese) 
while many others are faced with extinction, such as the primates Rhinopithecus avunculus and 
Trachypithecus delacouri.  However, it is also thought that the official figures do not provide an 
accurate enough picture of the challenges faced by Vietnam given the absence of data 
accross a range of species categories (see Table 1.2). At first glance, the decline of 
biodiversity does not match the fact that forest cover in Vietnam has increased faster than 
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any other Southeast Asian country over the last two decades; from 9.36 million ha in 1990 
to 14.8 million ha (47.6% of the land area) by 2015 (FAO, 2016; Masuda et al., 2016). 
However, the overall increase has been largely attributable to the expansion of plantations 
of fast growing monocultures of rubber, acacia, eucalyptus and pine (Nambiar et al., 2015). 
As outlined by Millet et al. (2013, citing Do et al. 2004), “by 2010 ... 1 million ha of these 
plantations were set-up in special use and protection forests”, which supports aspirations 
for increase forest cover “but is not a source of biodiversity restoration” (p. 380)  (see also 
Meyfroidt and Lambin, 2008b). To promote, conserve and restore biodiversity, attention 
needs to be given to an adequate quality of habitat that allows increases in the size of 
endangered populations.  

 

 

Figure 1.1. System of Special-Use Forsets in Vietnam (Source: Nguyen Hoai Bao, 2016) 
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Table 1.1. Current Category and Number of Special Use Forests in Vietnam 

Category of Special-Use Forest in Vietnam Total number Total area protected 
(ha) 

National Parks (NPs)  30  1,077,236 
Natural Reserves (NRs)  58  1,060,959 
Species and Habitat Reserves (SHRs)  11  38,777 
Landscape Protected Areas (LPAs)  45  78,129 
Experimental and Scientific Research Areas 
(ESRA) 

 20  10,653 

Total  164  2,265,754 
(Source: MONRE 2011b, USAID 2013) 

A second major source of this decline is the ineffective management of SUFs, which is 
compounded by a combination of poor surveillance and weak active engagement with local 
communities surrounding SUFs who are dependent on forest resources for their 
livelihoods. Conflicts have commonly ensued between local users and authorities 
responsible for nature conservation when the former have been forcefully excluded from 
protected areas (Zingerli, 2005). Other evidence has pointed to the lack of alternative 
income opportunities for communities living around SUFs as a cause of continued levels of 
exploitation (Boissiere et al., 2009). In Vietnam, like many other  

Table 1.2. Known, assessed and threatened species in Vietnam 
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Known Species 310 822 286 155 909 ND* ND 13700 ND 
Assessed Species 288 820 215 155 909 148 ND 718 ND 
Threatened Species 54 45 41 16 73 17 97 169 512 
Endemics 12 7 48 33 80** ND ND ND ND 
*ND- no reliable data 
**Fresh water species only 

(Source: USAID 2013) 

developing countries (Hayes, 2006), prohibiting natural resource use in protected areas 
provides no incentive for responsible and sustainable use; rather, local residents maximize 
resource exploitation as opportunities arise. The result has been the elevation of conflict 
between local communities and forest managers often because of the latter’s efforts to 
exclude the former (McElwee, 2004; Zingerli, 2005; To et al., 2015). McElwee (2004) 
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argued that extending the protected areas network is not feasible because of the limited 
number of rangers (Kiểm Lâm) to patrol larger areas and the historical animosity between 
the forest rangers and local populations. As elicited in one of her interviews with a ranger 
officer, SUFs can be considered “the forest of the three no’s” (p. 130): no local people 
living close enough to protect it, no land given out to individuals to protect the forests on 
them, and no forest guards to check forest quality regularly. 

If, following McElwee’s ranger officer, the problem lies in the lack of ‘people power’ in 
forest conservation, then policies promoting more collaborative approaches appear to be 
necessary. Recognizing this, the Vietnamese government and international conservation 
organizations alike, have sought to develop what is referred to as collaborative or ‘co’-
management (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004b; Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2006) in SUFs 
in an attempt to engage local stakeholders in protected area management and improve the 
protection of forest habitat and biodiversity (Boissière et al., 2009). Initially proposed in the 
2003 Management Strategy for Protected Area System and the 2004 Land Law which set 
legal rights and responsibilities of local resource user involvement (Government of 
Vietnam, 2003), the basis of this turn to SUF co-management aims to reduce conflict over 
forest resources. This has translated into a variety of attempts to implement co-
management in SUFs across the country, by both the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (MARD, 2005) and the Vietnam Conservation Fund (VCF), as well as 
through a number of foreign-funded pilot SUF co-management projects (Wyatt and Quan, 
2007; Sandbrook et al., 2010b). However, despite nearly 15 years of implementing co-
management approaches in Vietnam, the extent to which it represents a transition from 
conventional government-monopolized conservation paradigm to an distinct co-
management system in Vietnam remains poorly understood. 

 

2. Problems with SUF nature conservation 

2.1 People in or people out?  

From the establishment of the national SUF system until the present day the position of 
people in SUFs has remained contested. According to McElwee (2016), although based on 
an Arcadian view to nature conservation (based on the assumption of natural, pristine, 
human-less landscapes, see Worster, 1994) that gave rise to the national park system in the 
United States and other western countries, there are fundamental flaws to its realisation in 
regions like Southeast Asia. Following the Arcadian worldview initial plans for SUFs payed 
no attention to existing populations living in and around the forests and other terrestrial 
and marine biomes that were to be closed off for conservation. The assumption that these 
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biomes were pristine, however, failed to address questions of how to properly manage 
degraded landscapes or landscapes that have been under human use for decades (McElwee, 
2009). Contrary to nearly four decades of academic scholarship on state-led conservation in 
Southeast Asia (see for example Peluso, 1993; Sowerwine, 2004; Dressler et al., 2013), the 
establishment of SUFs in Vietnam has been based on a simple assumption that humans 
play no role in the ecology of forests in protected areas and that conservation means 
closing them off to maintain core ecological values.  

According to McElwee (2016), what drives international biodiversity protection is an 
ecological paradigm that equates biodiversity with ecosystem stability and productivity, and 
the need for conservation of these functions. The universal model to set up a protected 
area for biological conservation seemed to include steps of: a) finding an area worthy of 
conservation (often for the conservation of flagship mammal or bird species, or for 
generalised biodiversity value); b) making a boundary around this area; and c) keeping 
people out as much as possible. This model is in some ways enshrined in IUCN 
international guidelines for park classification (see Dudley 2008) which, although followed 
by Vietnam,  fits uncomfortably with the SUF system because all SUFs have people living 
in and around them (McElwee, 2016). Nevertheless, these generalised steps used to 
establish SUFs emphasise ecology over people. First, the government decides where a SUF 
should be located. Second, the biological boundaries and management principles of the 
SUF are defined. Third, local people in and around SUFs are consulted on how they will 
deal with the SUF boundaries. And last, anyone negatively affected by SUF boundaries will 
receive ‘resource substitution’ such as assistance with agro-forestry or non-wood forest 
product development. Despite the social exclusion that is inherent the establishment of 
these protected areas in Vietnam (see also To et al. 2012; Dressler et al., 2013). McElwee 
(2016) also notes that their effectiveness in conserving forest ecological is far from certain: 
many are small by international standards, too isolated, degraded or contained little value 
for biodiversity conservation, and there is some doubts about the values of SUFs in terms 
of being unique and endangered species and ecosystems. 

Core to the conflicts surrounding SUFs are therefore a rigid set of policies and law 
enforcement which are seen as not supportive of local livelihoods (Sunderlin, 2006; To 
Xuan Phuc, 2009; McElwee, 2010; Sikor and Phuc, 2011). For marginalised indigenous 
people the impacts are even greater given the largely unfounded blame they receive for 
destroying nature through swidden agriculture and shifting cultivation has resulted in their 
removal from SUFs by governmental resettlement projects, often sponsored by foreign 
conservation organizations (McElwee, 2006). Despite being removed for the purpose of 
“wilderness” conservation, evidence shows that they are often quickly replaced by other 
groups such as hunters, poachers and immigrants, as well as business interests that have 
greater impacts than the people originally moved (ibid.). As McElwee (2006) argues, it is 
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these ‘frontier’ settlers in combination with government supported cash crop development, 
illegal logging, in-migration projects, and corruption that are by far greater threats to SUFs 
than the people removed from the parks in the first place. The overall result, as asserted by 
To Xuan Phuc (2009), is that SUFs face a diverse set of social challenges and as a result 
have become contested space for groups of people with different interests and power. 

2.2 Caught between forests and land  

The politicisation of SUFs is also strongly linked to modes of land and forest management 
that the Vietnamese state implemented as part of wider economic reform in the 1990s. 
Despite land allocation programmes focused on shifting land to households (see Phuc and 
Sikor, 2008; Dressler et al., 2013), forest resources were largely transferred from State 
Forest Enterprises to the Forest Protection Department and the Forest Management 
Boards of SUFs (McElwee, 2004). At the same time, community forest management 
remained politically sensitive given the divide between the extremes of total state 
management of forests and individuals households management of other lands (Sunderlin, 
2006). Just after the promulgation of the forestry law in 1991 (which is revised in 2004) 
McElwee (2004) suggested that one solution for this apparent impasse between forest and 
land institute land tenure regimes with a strong “social incentive” for forest management 
through a combination of community use rights and inter-household land tenure regimes 
such as co-management.  

The early development of collaborative management in SUFs was hindered by the 
allocation of forest and land rights. In general the SUF system is biased towards forested, 
mountainous ecosystems where the large numbers of ethnic minorities in Vietnam live 
(Baulch et al., 2002; Sowerwine, 2004; Baulch, 2010). The state itself has admitted that most 
of the SUF have been allocated in remote or mountainous areas with difficult geographical 
conditions for socio-economic development (Nguyen Huy Dung and Dung, 2007; 
MONRE, 2011b). Even today groups living in and around SUFs have neither forest or 
forest land use rights. They are prohibited to log, exploit, hunt animals, and collect 
specimens under any means and form, while they are extremely poor and marginalised 
(Sowerwine, 2004; To et al., 2013 Dressler et al., 2013). Despite calls by NGOs for the 
government to allocate rights and support these communities little has been done (see 
VNGO&CC et al., 2013; VUFO-NGO Resource Center, 2013; McElwee, 2016) – in part 
because there is very little information on the conditions under which these people live. 

Today SUFs have a complex mix of overlapping land use rights (Vietnam Forestry 
Administration, 2014). According to PanNature (2014), 49% of SUFs are dealing with 
conflicts over the ambiguities that arise over access to both land and forest resources. Many 
of these conflicts have not been resolved from the time when the SUFs were established. 
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While the government provides guidance on how to establish a SUF in 2010 (Decision 
117/2010/ND-CP), these guidelines have not made the allocation of forest and land any 
clearer. As a result overlapping land use rights remain a central issue. As argued by 
PanNature et al. (2014) this means that the implementation of forest protection and 
conservation management remains an exercise of exerting control over “the lands of 
others” (p. 13). The consequence for affected communities is that taking up a role in state-
led conservation means acknowledging they have defaulted their rights to access and use 
forest resources. From the start of any SUF then it seems that relations between SUF 
managers, forest rangers and local communities are faced with conflicts between livelihood 
and conservation, and between statutory and customary laws (PanNature et al., 2014, p. 11). 
It therefore appears that any step towards collaborative management requires a shift away 
from the state centric model of conservation as control.  

2.3 Institutional fragmentation and weak capacity 

The wide range of environmental ‘domains’ represented by the national SUF system, 
ranging from forest management to conservation and rural development, means that their 
administration is divided over multiple government authorities. But as acknowledged by the 
Vietnamese government itself, the coordination between these authorities is plagued by  
overlapping legislation and a lack of clear division between institutional mandates for 
management by the various authorities involved (Development Partnerships, 2010; 
MONRE, 2011a; USAID, 2013)(see Figure 1.2 and Table 1.3). At the national level, the 
Vietnam Forestry Administration (VFA) within the Ministry of Agricultural and Rural 
Development (MARD), is primarily responsible for coordinating the national SUFs system, 
including the direct administration of six inter-provincial national parks (Vietnam 
Government, 2003; Development Partnerships, 2010). Where other habitats and resources 
involved, SUF management can also involve other branches of the government. For 
instance, wetlands are divided between the Ministry of Natural Resource and Environment 
(MONRE) and MARD (VEPA, 2005); (Vietnam Government, 2001). MARD remains the 
main authority responsible for marine protected areas (PARC Project, 2006). But if cultural 
or landscape protection is involved in a SUF, then the Ministry of Culture, Sports, and 
Tourism is also involved.  

At the provincial level, the Provincial People’s Committees (PPCs) are responsible for the 
administration of all other SUFs (McElwee, 2016). Based on the size and importance of 
forests, PPCs might assign district governments to manage and develop activities such as 
tourism (Vietnam Government, 2001). But the majority of Vietnam’s SUFs are managed by 
Provincial Departments of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARDs), in collaboration 
with the provincial Forest Protection Department, and Department of Culture, Sports, and 
Tourism (DOCST) which fall directly under the control of the PPCs (Development 
Partnerships, 2010; Swan, 2010). SUFs that are small in size, and not managed by the 
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District level Forest Protection Department, report directly to PPCs. At the operational 
level, SUF Management Boards are staffed by officials assigned by provincial DARDs and  

 

Figure 1.2 Vietnamese state organizations responsible for biodiversity and nature 
conservation  (Source: Adapted from MONRE 2011a) 

responsible for management and protection (ICEM, 2003). The board does not include 
representatives from other sectors or stakeholders (private, NGOs, or community). 
Wheremanagement boards have not been established (which severely hinders any form of 
local management, (MONRE, 2011a; McElwee, 2016), SUFs are under the management 
authority of either District Forest Protection Departments, Provincial DARDs, or 
DOCSTs (Government of Vietnam, 2003). Overall, SUF management is highly variable 
and dependent on a mix of interests and official designations coming from both the 
national and provincial level. 
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Table. 1.3 Distribution of state authorities involved in special use forest management in 
2008 

Organisations directly in charge of SUFs management Number of SUFs 

Vietnam Forestry Administration  6 
Provincial People’s Committees  24 
District People’s Committees  2 
Provincial Forest Protection Department  43 
District Forest Protection Department  4 
DARD  19 
Department of Culture and Information (today Culture, Sports and 
Tourist) 

 4 

Department of Forestry Development  1 
State Forest Enterprises  3 
No/Unclear Management Organizations  22 
Total  128 
(Source: Forest Protection Department 2008, cited in MONRE 2011b) 

Day-to-day management by SUF management boards is also fragmented by the variety of 
state and non-state organisations supporting conservation activities. One major issue 
confronting managers is also the availability and skills of the staff at their disposal. Most 
SUF staff are faced with multiple concurrent tasks set by the PPCs. According to Decree 
117/2010/ND-CP, SUFs larger than 15,000 hectare should have an established Forest 
Ranger Unit with enough capacity to cover 500 hectare per ranger (Article 28). However, 
this level of capacity is hardly ever reached (Development Partnerships, 2010). Expansion 
of the SUF system is instead limited by low salaries for rangers and limited personnel to 
patrol large areas.  

It has also been demonstrated that the skill levels of SUF staff are limiting factors in dealing 
with the complex social dynamics surrounding historical animosity between the rangers and 
local populations (McElwee, 2004). For example, a recent assessment by GIZ (2012) found 
that in spite of 100 persons/day of training per SUF, overall levels of competence are very 
low and unevenly distributed, suggesting that training opportunities have been uneven 
across the SUFs. Furthermore, while competency levels were acceptable in the traditional 
skills associated with SUFs, such as monitoring and surveillance, they were very weak in 
fields important to biodiversity conservation, such as biodiversity assessment, SUF policy 
and planning, recreation and tourism, and community relations. SUFs and protection 
forests in Vietnam have to fulfill roles that go beyond conservation, including the delivery 
of environmental services and benefits to buffer zone communes. The result is that 
capacities go far beyond what is stipulated and available for managing what is in practice a 
highly diverse, fragmented and conflict ridden national system of conservation. 
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The capacity of SUF managers is also limited by the lack of financial resources. Historically, 
SUFs have received substantial levels of support from international donors, which in recent 
years have started to withdraw leaving the government to bear the direct costs of 
management (Development Partnerships, 2010; McElwee, 2016). In 2010, governmental 
support for environmental protection in general was 0.4% of GDP, of which only about 
10% went to nature conservation. This amounts to around USD$5 million per park per 
year. However, about 90% of these budgets are invested into infrastructure such as roads 
and housing, with the rest amounting to an inadequate budget reserved for nature 
conservation activities (PARC Project, 2006; Development Partnerships, 2010). If managers 
wish to expand activities, into buffer zone activities, for example, there is no financial 
incentive mechanisms to do so. Management boards are dependent on the annual budgets 
assigned from the PPCs set in long and medium-term financial plans (PARC Project, 2004; 
Development Partnerships, 2010). This has drawn attention to new financial streams, such 
as Payment for Environmental Service schemes (PES), which are hoped in part to 
strengthen the capacity of SUFs, but in effect appears to only act as a means of reallocating 
money from one state actor to another (McElwee et al., 2014). Where international funds 
have been available, the activities supported have tended to focus on a strongly 
expansionist conservation agenda – evidenced by more than 71 additional SUFs proposed 
to the government by Western conservation agencies in the 2000s (Birdlife International 
2001). As argued by McElwee (2016) in very few cases are people-forest relations put at the 
centre of the debate on how to better manage SUFs.  

The consequences of this institutional fragmentation and weak capacity is that ambitions to 
address the social dimensions of SUF management, whether that be reactively resolving 
conflicts or proactively establishing long term relationships with affected communities, are 
limited. It is also telling that since 1990 there have been only a handful of attempts to 
develop participatory planning around SUFs, while there are no recorded cases in which the 
establishment of SUF is stopped because of objections by local people (McElwee, 2016). 
Despite this there is a clear ambition to develop more collaborative forms of SUF 
management that attempt to improve ongoing relations with affected communities. 

 

3. Emergence of collaborative SUF management  

In recognition of the many of the issues raised above, the Vietnamese government has 
attempted numerous times, and through a variety of programmes, to improve community 
collaboration in the national SUF system and improve the protection of forest habitat and 
biodiversity (Boissière et al., 2009). The 2003 Management Strategy for Protected Area 
System and the 2004 Land Law set legal rights and responsibilities of local resource user 
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involvement, and the reformation of policy to strengthen state management and local 
authority capacities (Government of Vietnam, 2003). Since 2005, Vietnam Conservation 
Fund (VCF) has used funding from the Global Environment Fund, TFF and the European 
Union to support the development of co-management approaches in SUFs (MARD 2005). 
Furthermore, Vietnam has committed to the CBD Programme of Work on Protected 
Areas, which requires the establishment of policies and institutional mechanisms to support 
full participation of indigenous and local communities (IUCN 2006). To do so, Vietnam 
has piloted co-management approaches in many SUFs since 2001, and as of 2003 included 
co-management in its official national strategy for SUF management (Sandbrook et al., 
2010a; Swan, 2010). In the Vietnam forestry development strategy for 2006–2020, the 
government states that community forest management would be scaled up and the 
government would provide all financial and policy supports to construct and pursue the 
approach across the sector. More recently, there are also many new policies with attempt to 
diversify financial sources for SUFs and mobilise participation of local people, such as 
supporting communities at SUF buffer zones with 40 million VND per village per year 
(Decision 24/2012/QĐ-TTg), Payment for Environmental Services PES (Decree 
99/2010/NĐ-CP), and implementing models of co-managing SUFs and sharing benefits 
from resources of SUFs (Decision 126/2012/QĐ-TTg).  

As asserted by the current MARD Vice-Minister Hua Duc Nhi, co-management has the 
potential to become a mainstream model for managing natural resources in Vietnam 
(IUCN, 2010). Others, such as the NGO PanNature (2015) have also noted that the 
current Vietnamese policies provide co-management with a promising means of solving 
overlapping land rights in many SUFs (Nguyen Hai Van and Nguyen Viet Dung, 2015) and 
offering a means of achieving greater compliance with SUF management regulations. 
However, it is also widely noted that co-management is a particularly great challenge in 
Vietnam because of the nature of strong state control, decades of SUF conflicts, and the 
lack of capacity and initiatives of communities to negotiate with the government (IUCN, 
2010). Moreover, it is argued “policy reform [in Vietnam] is necessary but not sufficient; 
what is also needed is a change in policy and practice toward shared governance”, which 
requires not only “the establishment, reaffirmation, or change of institutions to resolve 
conflicts over resources” but also “leadership from the highest levels of government” to 
make that such reforms really happen in “contemporary Vietnam” (IUCN, 2010; see also 
Lloyd, 2010). 

The Vietnamese political system is markedly different from western countries, especially 
when it comes to the concept of ‘ownership’ of nature resources and the essence of 
democracy (Lai, 2008). This holds central challenges for the implementation of co-
management which is considered as a democratic, efficient and equitable system of 
governance (Helene, 2006). According to Lai (2008), “legally and politically, the Vietnamese 
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Government is willing to provide an environment for democracy and support for 
democracy in all areas and sectors, but this might not be fully the same as the democracy 
defined by the western countries” (Lai, 2008, p. 4). Therefore, conditions of the economic, 
political and social context surrounding SUFs is key to any understanding of co-
management can be implemented, including insights into how co-management may need to 
amended to adjusted to ‘fit’ the context of mono-organisational states. 

 

4. Theoretical perspectives of co-management 

The conceptual basis of co-management stems from the early 1990s when a core group of 
scholars started to address the perceived mismatch between community and state led 
management of common pool resources (Berkes et al., 1991; Pomeroy, 1995a; McCay and 
Svein, 1996; Sen and Nielsen, 1996; McElwee, 2016). The concept has been widely used 
ever since in natural resource management literature, especially with respect to fisheries and 
forestry. Today, co-management is strongly related to the adaptive governance literature, 
where multiple actors at multiple levels continuously interact to solve problems and adjust 
their positions and activities to respond to changing circumstances (Carlsson and Berkes, 
2005). Reflecting this wider scope, Plummer and FitzGibbon (2004b) argue that a broad 
definition of co-management is preferred, namely, the distribution of rights and 
responsibilities pertaining to a particular resource among governments and local users. At 
its core, co-management captures the idea that rights and responsibilities in natural 
resources management should be shared between government and any non-state actor 
(including resource users, local communities, environmental NGOs or scientists) 
(Plummer, 2009). As Plummer et al. (2013) argue, co-management is advocated not only 
because it holds potentials to enhance the effectiveness of natural resource protection and 
management, but also because it brings stakeholder participation and therefore fairness, 
transparency, legitimacy and accountability to management. 

The focus on stakeholder participation is derived largely in opposition to the perceived 
failure of centralised (state) management and the aspiration for alternative modes of 
management that result in the sharing of responsibilities and authority (Arthur, 2005). It is 
widely asserted that co-management offers meaningful participation in management by 
those who are subject to regulations, by allowing joint decision making that takes into 
account the needs of resource users, and in doing so considers the complexities and 
uncertainties they face (Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Armitage et al., 2009; Bown et al., 2013). 
Faced with the perceived failure of government-led management co-management is also 
thought to improve compliance to jointly defined regulation, provide more locally relevant 
management plans, and in regions such as Southeast Asia, even reduce poverty through 
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diversifying economic activities (Pomeroy, 1995b; McBeath and Rosenberg, 2006). If these 
wider goals can be achieved co-management is thought to also offer a means of conflict 
resolution (Noble, 2000). Additionally, Pomeroy and Berkes (2004) argue that co-
management helps reduce costs of resource management such as data collection, 
monitoring and enforcement, and leads to the empowerment and self-determination of 
local communities (see also Rodon, 1998; Shackleton et al., 2002; Plummer and 
FitzGibbon, 2004a; Nicol, 2014).  

Questions of co-management also emerge over the degree to which it can be put in place 
and the degree of ‘adaptiveness’ it can engender. This means that we are able to move 
beyond co-management as a normative hope and start to unpack co-management as a set 
of fragile, contested decisions and partnerships between highly diverse actors (Armitage et 
al., 2009; Trimble and Berkes, 2015; Crowe et al., 2016). What is also clear is that a great 
deal of the literature on co-management has been focused on evidence from Western 
liberal democracies where deliberation and the sharing of authority are part of much wider 
trajectories ‘from government to governance’ (Armitage et al., 2009; Trimble and Berkes, 
2015; Crowe et al., 2016). In these countries the sharing of decision making and authority 
have led to a range of wider debates about the ongoing role of the state in cases where non-
state actors have taken over traditional state functions, including the management and 
control of national parks and conservation (Olsson et al., 2007; Berkes, 2009; Plummer and 
Fennell, 2009; Butler et al., 2015; Davidson and Loë, 2016). At the other end of the 
spectrum lies what is referred to as ‘mono-organisational’ states (see Rigby, 1982), where 
decision making and executive functions of government are centralised to a very high 
extent. It is to this latter category of states that Vietnam belongs and where this thesis 
focuses its attention on by questioning the possibilities for adaptive forms of collaborative 
management in the national SUF system. 

The notion of a ‘spectrum’ of co-management, with more or less state/non-state decision 
making power and authority over natural resources offers an analytical entry point to the 
debates over co-management (Pomeroy and Rivera-Guieb, 2006; USAID’s Coral Triangle 
Support Partnership, 2013; Finkbeiner and Basurto, 2015). It also offers the possibility to 
move beyond binary notions of state-community forms of co-management and opens up to 
multi-polar or networked forms of co-management with varying interactions among the 
state, communities, NGOs and other public interests, as well as companies and private 
interests (Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Finkbeiner and Basurto, 2015). Reflecting on this 
Finkbeiner and Barsuto (2015) recently called for moving beyond traditional 
conceptualizations of co-management to “multi-level co-management” in order to explicitly 
emphasize the principles of power devolution based on subsidiarity, cooperative 
partnerships, democratic participatory involvement, and polycentric and governance 
networks. Analytically, these multi-level or multi-polar co-management arrangements open 
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up questions on the role and function of multiple interdependent public and private actors 
at different levels and scales, who cooperate in practical real-life arrangements and 
partnerships to solve problems of such a resource management (Adger et al., 2005; 
Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Berkes, 2010; Marín and Berkes, 2010).  

Throughout this thesis I will return to the theoretical basis of adaptive and networked 
forms of co-management as ideal types to question the extent to which protected area 
management in Vietnam can establish more collaborative forms of management. In doing 
so the thesis explores not one, but two so called ‘spectrums’. First, the spectrum focuses on 
adaptiveness possible under the conditions of mono-organisational states. The second 
spectrum centres on the degree to which non-state involvement is politically feasible in the 
context of these states. By taking these two theoretically informed spectrums the thesis 
explores the wider relevance of co-management to centralised states. As such this thesis 
contributes calls in the co-management literature for knowledge on the shift from a static 
concept of management to a more dynamic concept of co-management governance in 
multi-levels and -scales (Berkes, 2009) and the important role of institutions and 
institutional processes in conferring adaptiveness by creating conditions for its evolution 
(Berkes, 2009; Armitage et al., 2011; Ratner et al., 2012). The focus on mono-organisational 
states and on domains of forest nature conservation protected areas, is an especially major 
contribution as these areas remain poorly covered in the literature worldwide. 

 

5. Research objectives 

Given the empirical and theoretical challenges outlined above this thesis will examine how 
the current form of co-management national system of Special Use Forests governance of 
Vietnam can be characterised, and how and to what extent more adaptive form of SUF co-
management to evolve in Vietnam’s forest management. To respond to these questions, 
four sub-questions will be addressed, each of which corresponds to the four empirical 
chapters. 

First, which form of co-management is supported, and to what extent, by the current policy 
and legal framework in Vietnam? Despite the establishment of a legal basis for SUF co-
management, and more than 10 years of experience in introducing concepts of community 
participation into SUFs, there remains the question to what extent co-management has 
really been implemented and operationalized in legal and policy documents. And which 
form of co-management is actually supported? To understand what changes are needed and 
can be implemented, this first question enables a clear identification of whether the central 
government provides a clear vision and strategy for introducing different degrees of co-
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management. In investigating policies and laws on stimulating and facilitating SUF co-
management this paper contributes to a wider understanding of how Vietnam includes 
(which) ideas of co-management in its still predominantly state-organized system of nature 
protection. 

Second, how and to what extent has the actual governance of Vietnam’s SUFs shifted from 
conventional government-based management to co-management? Despite the ongoing 
conflicts associated with illegal use of SUF resources a shift from the conventional 
government-monopolized conservation paradigm to an alternative co-management system 
appears to be underway in Vietnam. However, the extent to which co-management has 
been institutionalized across the country is unknown, with most information derived from a 
relatively small number of case studies. While there is considerable research on co-
management in Vietnam, most of the studies completed are based on one or a few sites. 
This second question aims to provide a national overview of co-management across the 
country and in doing so provide a classification of the current status and form of co-
management in Vietnam and contribute to a better understanding of the ongoing changes 
to Vietnamese nature protection. 

Third, what influence do vertical and horizontal linkages within the multiple levels of the 
state Vietnam government influence the form and function of SUF co-management? 
Moving beyond a national level analysis, this question assesses the co-management network 
dynamics surrounding SUF management boards and their capacity to fulfil their mandate 
and collaborate with local communities. Based on in depth case-study research this question 
explores the role and influence of vertically related state agencies connect to the 
management boards of Special-Use Forests and horizontal networks of non-state actors in 
the development of collaborative SUF management. In doing so the chapter extends the 
existing co-management literature in Vietnam and beyond, to focus on the internal 
dynamics of state interaction, the effect on community cooperation, and the impact on 
natural resource management. 

Fourth, in what way might NGOs fulfil “bridging organisation” roles in Vietnamese SUF 
co-management arrangements? This question focuses on the extent to which NGOs can 
assist the state to overcome the constraints faced in implementing co-management in the 
national SUF system. In doing so this chapter contributes to debates on the role of NGOs 
as a non-state actor in countries where conservation continues to be a policy goal of the 
central state, but by the same token NGOs remain constrained by a lack of space for 
independent political advocacy and policy intervention. This paper feeds directly into the 
wider aim to determine the level of ‘adaptiveness’ that can be developed in co-management 
given the political constraints inherent to a mono-organisational state such as Vietnam. 
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6. Methodology 

To address these questions a two-level methodology was adopted throughout this thesis. 
The first level focuses on the national level with the goal of identifying patterns and 
characteristics of SUF co-management across the country. The second level focuses on 
contrasting case studies, designed to draw out diverse local contexts and conditions while 
allowing for comparison (Yin, 2013). These levels are restricted to separate papers, but 
instead implemented throughout the thesis, allowing me to cross-check general and specific 
findings against each other. In both levels of analysis quantitative and qualitative forms of 
data collection and analysis were employed. Further details on methodology and associated 
methods are given in each of the four empirical papers. Here I provide a general 
introduction to the common elements of the two-level methodological approach taken 
across these four studies. 

6.1 A cross-national survey 

To explore patterns of co-management arrangement in Vietnamese SUFs I first conducted 
a cross-national survey of managers directly responsible for management in the 143 SUFs 
across the country (following a draft version of the 2010 SUF list of the Forest Protection 
Department, excluding the 20 experimental research forests). The cross-national survey was 
designed to identify generalizations about SUFs by finding the prevalence of situations, 
problems, attitudes and issues across a wide sample (Kumar, 2005). As such the survey 
helps to answer “what” questions (Yin, 2013), including what is a general current SUF co-
management arrangement in Vietnam and what are strategic interactions of SUF managers 
with state actors (multi-level government, state enterprise, police, border guards) and non-
state actors (civil society organisations, private enterprises, university and research 
institutes, and local people). Importantly, it also helps to quantify the extent to which the 
Vietnamese SUF management have moved away from the centralised conservation 
management towards co-management, in accordance to the spectrum of theoretical co-
management arrangement.  

To collect data a mix of a structured questionnaire was combined with follow-up in-depth 
interviews with SUF managers to clarify and validate the responses in returned 
questionnaires. The questionnaire (Appendix 1) was constructed and structured with a total 
of 37 questions with an aim to explore facts and opinions of 143 SUF managers towards 
SUF operations including administration, types and degrees of cooperation with state and 
non-state actors, and perceptions toward roles of different actors positioning in the SUF 
co-management arrangement. By moving between the interviews and survey responses a 
descriptive picture of co-management was built up that allowed for cross-validation of 
results (Yin, 2013). The goal of this cross-validation was to move between the specific and 
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general data in order to increase the confidence of the interpretations of the information 
collected. 

6.2 Case study research 

The second level of analysis was based on a case study approach. By moving to this level of 
analysis the goal was to investigate a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context 
(Yin, 2013). By examining how strategic interactions of actors in SUF co-management 
arrangements in contrasting contexts took place (Yin, 2013), these case studies provided 
thick descriptions from which interpretations and generalizations could be drawn, as well as 
cases could be cross-checked with each other (Shenton, 2004). Following Flyberg (2006), 
these case studies were designed to seek out ‘typicalities’ between and commonalities across 
the cases. By moving between these typical and common elements interpretations were 
made systematically, and in a way that allowed for tentative generalisations to reached. 

Case selection for chapters 4 and 5 were based on different criteria, each relevant to the 
case study approach taken. The four cases selected in chapter four were selected on the 
basis that they represented a ‘most different’ sample of SUFs (Seawright and Gerring, 2008) 
based on the results of the cross-nation survey, which indicated major differences in the 
(diversity of) involved actors and in the perceptions of on-site SUF managers regarding 
their successfulness of co-management. By selecting the cases in this fashion, I was able to 
diagnose how the different co-management institutional arrangements perform 
(comparatively) when confronted with similarly environmental challenges. In chapter 5, the 
cases were selected again on the basis of ‘most different’ criteria. However, this time the 
cases were not selected on the basis of the national survey, but by selecting exemplary 
representations (Yin, 2013) of different types of NGOs operating in SUFs which are 
explicitly engaged in co-management. 

Data are collected through semi-structured interviews through face-to-face communication 
with state actors such as representatives of Forestry Protection Department (MARD) (date 
26/10/2009, in Hanoi) and representatives of Provincial People’s Committees (PPCs), 
District People’s Committees (DPCs), Commune People Committees (CPCs), DARD, 
DONRE, forest rangers, border guards, and non-state actors such as non-government 
organisations (NGOs), and local resource users for each case. The case visits were executed 
as reported in Table 1.3 by a research team of 4-5 people, which comprised of myself as 
research leader and a few assistants (local guide, university colleagues, and graduate students 
trained by me). Most of the interviews took between 1-2.5 hours and were recorded and 
transcribed. The interviewees were asked about roles, responsibilities, interests, and 
perceptions of the different actors involved in SUF management, the advantages and 
disadvantages of involving them, and the interaction with each other in real co-
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management arrangements (Appendix 2, 3, and 4). These information was coded in 
accordance with requirements for answering research questions in chapter 3, 4 and 5. 

Table 1.4. Case study visits 

Case study Visit 1 Visit 2 

1. Nui Chua National Park 19–21/10/2009 10–15/01/2011 
2. Xuan Thuy National Park 27/10/2009 2–6/03/2011 
3. Khau Ca Species and Habitat 

Reserve 
7–11/03/2011  

4. Cu Lao Cham Landscape 
Protected Area 

15–20/03/2011  

5. NGO–MCD 20/10/2009 visited MCD 
office  in Khánh Hòa province 
and Ran Trao coral reef – an 

MCD project site 

26/10/2009 (Hanoi 
office) 

6. NGO–VNPPA 28/02/2011  
7. NGO–FFI 1/3/2011  
8. NGO–PanNature 14/3/2011  
 

6.3 Other substantive data collection 

To consolidate the quality of the research, additional observations and discussions were 
also conducted during workshops and conferences. Two national workshops on SUF 
management held in Hoa Binh province (May 2013) and Ho Chi Minh City (September 
2013) were significant research sites because they focused on the interactions of different 
state actors and non-state actors, especially NGOs on the development co-management in 
SUFs. By observing and recording these exchanges further context was provided to the 
survey and case studies outlined above (Ritchie et al., 2013). They also provided a further 
guide on setting up additional analysis of secondary sources that were either discussed or 
referred to during these meetings, such as legal and policy documents and reports. All these 
sources helped to review policy on SUF co-management arrangements, documents and 
practices of state and non-state actors, perspectives of a diversity of stakeholders toward 
Vietnamese SUF management. 
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7. Thesis outline 

The thesis comprises of six chapters in which four chapters (2 to 4) are written in the 
format of scientific articles, while this chapter sets the introduction of the research and 
chapter 6 provides a general discussion of the findings of the research undertaken.  

The first empirical chapter (Chapter 2) raises vital concerns about the legal framework for 
officially enabling SUF co-management to exist and evolve in the Vietnamese social-
political-economic context. Relevant national policies and legal documents are reviewed, 
within a framework of SUF co-management in Vietnam. Chapter 3 reports empirical data 
from the cross-national survey of the SUF managers against a spectrum of co-management 
arrangements developed from the theories. This helps understand what a Vietnamese SUF 
co-management arrangement looks like and assess to what extent the government has 
actually shifted the SUF management toward “international practices” of co-management. 
Chapter 4 moves to investigate the existing or “Vietnamese way” of SUF co-management 
through examining actor interactions in vertical and horizontal linkages of the arrangement 
through the lens of network governance perspectives. Chapter 5 then discusses the 
challenges faced by NGOs to fulfil the role of “bridging organisations” within the SUF 
governance system. Finally, the last chapter draws out the research findings and figures out 
how the findings feed into the theoretical perspectives of co-management.  
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Chapter 2 

THE VIETNAMESE LEGAL AND POLICY FRAMEWORK FOR SPECIAL-USE 
FOREST CO-MANAGEMENT 

 

1. Introduction 

Special-use forests are considered an important part of the nature conservation strategy of 
the Vietnamese government, ensuring the protection of terrestrial forests, wetlands and 
marine areas for a period of 50 years (ICEM 2003). Currently, the total of about 2.2 million 
hectares are covered by 164 SUFs made up of 30 national parks, 58 nature reserves, 10 
species and habitat reserves, 46 landscape areas and 20 scientific research forests (MONRE, 
2011b; PanNature, 2011a).  

Vietnam forest policy covers a wide range of issues from forest management, protection 
and enrichment, to private  investment, research, and human resource development. In the 
case of SUFs, increased attention has also been given recently to promoting community 
participation through new policies and laws. It is estimated that 80% of SUFs are inhabited, 
either by communities who had historical claims on land or by those who have encroached 
on buffer areas (Cuong, Dung et al., 2009) . Ongoing conflicts and unrest between SUF 
managers and these communities has often ensued when households were forced to 
remove from protected areas, or when their livelihood opportunities became restricted 
(Zingerli, 2005; Boissière, Sheil et al., 2009). Over the last two decades attention has been 
given to ‘land-titles’, ‘benefit sharing’  and ‘rights for forest owners’ in more than 100 
forestry related legal documents, at national, provincial and local levels (Sam and Trung, 
2001; Tan, Chinh et al., 2008). However, given the long history of centralised control of 
forestry resources in Vietnam, stretching back to the French colonial period (Adger, 1999), 
policies and legislation relating to community involvement in SUF management, protection 
and development remains under-developed (Boissiere, Sheil et al., 2009).  

The Vietnamese government does recognize the role that communities living in and around 
SUFs can play in the protection of SUF resources through collaboration or ‘co’-
management as an alternative to centralized state control of forest resources (Pomeroy, 
Nguyen et al., 2009; IUCN, 2010). As argued by the Vice-Minister of the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development in 2010, co-management has a great potential to 
become a mainstream model for managing natural resources in Vietnam (IUCN, 2010). A 
legal basis for co-management in SUFs has also been established in 2003 through the 
Strategy for Managing the System of National Parks and Natural Reserves of Vietnam to 
2010 (Decision 192/2003/QĐ-TTg 2003) and the Prime Ministerial approval of Vietnam 
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Forestry Development Strategy for 2006-2020 (Decision 18/2007/QĐ-TTg 2007). The 
Strategy (2007) is most explicit in its support for co-management, stating that community 
forest management needs to be tested and upscaled with funds provided for SUF 
management boards from the central government to support the forest protection groups 
as well as “forest protection and development”.  

Despite the establishment of a legal basis for SUF co-management, and more than 10 years 
of experience in introducing concepts of community participation into SUFs, there remains 
the question to what extent co-management has really been implemented and 
operationalized in legal and policy documents. Do governmental policies from the national 
to the district level facilitate co-management and what kind/form of co-management is 
developed? In investigating policies and laws on stimulating and facilitating SUF co-
management this paper contributes to a wider understanding of how Vietnam includes 
ideas of co-management in it still predominantly state-organized system of nature 
protection. 

The following section provides an outline of current thinking around co-management and 
identifies five criteria against which I structure the review of Vietnamese policy. I then 
explain the methodology adopted for the review before presenting the results. The final 
two sections of the paper discuss and conclude on the results of the review, explaining the 
extent to which co-management is supported in current Vietnamese policy and law and 
identifying future opportunities for overcoming the major bottlenecks for co-management 
in the SUF system. 

 

2. Policy related variables for analyzing co-management 

Co-management relates to various forms of partnership between public and private actors 
that defines a degree of shared responsibility for functions and entitlements related to the 
management of natural resources (Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Ratner, Oh et al., 2012). 
There is no one model or blue-print for co-management, instead academic scholarship has 
focused on the degree to which co-management arrangements can create adaptive 
responses from the parties involved to deal with different rates of environmental and social 
change (Folke, Carpenter et al., 2002; Armitage, Plummer et al., 2008; Plummer, 2013). But 
while considerable attention has been given to institutional design of co-management 
arrangements few studies have undertaken in depth investigations of the degree to which 
state policy and legislation enable or constrain the emergence and type of co-management. 
Even less attention has been given to the specific challenges that centralized ‘mono-
organizational’ socialist states such as Vietnam (Thayer, 1995) face in transitioning to a 
collaborative mode of natural resources. 
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From an critical institutional perspective co-management is more than just a state-
community relationship between the state and homogenous community structures 
(Finkbeiner and Basurto 2015). Instead co-management can be understood as a series of 
partnerships, shared decision-making processes and devolved authority for key functions 
such as monitoring and enforcement (Arthur, 2005; Borrini-Feyerabend, Farvar et al., 
2007). Seen as such, co-management is moving away from singular vertical partnerships 
between government and resource users to encompass multi-level networks of interactions 
among the state, communities, NGOs and other public interests, as well as companies and 
private interests (Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Finkbeiner and Basurto, 2015). The 
assumption is often that these networked forms of co-management are more able to foster 
adaptive decision making. But specifically, what kinds of policies and laws support more 
adaptive forms of co-management remains under-researched (Macfadyen, Cacaud et al., 
2005). We expand on these questions by reviewing the national legal  and policy framework 
for SUF co-management development in Vietnam. 

To address the complexity of co-management Plummer and FitzGibbon (2004a) identify 
five characteristics of co-management that enable an investigation of the diversity of 
interests and inputs, operationalization of power and a process of learning to adjust and 
adapt. These are pluralism, communication and negotiation, social-learning, transactive 
decision-making and shared actions and/or commitments. 

Pluralism relates to the inclusion of various interests and/or inputs in the process of co-
management. As outlined by USAID (2013), governments can foster pluralism in policy 
and legislation, simultaneously across multiple levels, and either mandated or made 
voluntarily. For example, national level government can develop legislation to authorize and 
legitimize the rights of resource users to organise and enforce co-management arrangement. 
Legislation can also be put in place that shapes decentralised management, recognises 
community based management systems and provides assistance through incentives and 
determining allocation of management functions. Provincial and district level government 
in turn can establish policy and legislation for providing technical assistance, requiring 
accountability of co-management partners and dealing with abuses of local authority. Local 
government can play a more immediate role in policing local co-management partners to 
meet responsibilities, as well as support community involvement and mandating 
enforcement by local regulators.  

Communication and negotiation are seen as key functions of co-management that can be 
enabled through information exchange and feedback to gain consensus and common 
understanding amongst stakeholders (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a). Here, policy and 
legislation can be used by government to set clear requirements for establishing a shared 
understanding around relevant issues and the creation of a shared vision through 
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deliberative processes (Berkes, 2010). Finkbeiner and Basurto (2015) claim that establishing 
responsibility for these deliberative processes across multiple levels can assist in voicing 
divergent perceptions, needs, and goals both between actors at the same level (e.g. resource 
users) and/or between resource users and the state. It is also expected that legislation and 
policy around communication and negotiation can be set at any of the levels outlined 
above. 

Social learning refers to on-going knowledge creation by sharing values, jointly 
implementing actions and reflecting upon feedback (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a; 
Pahl-Wostl, Sendzimir et al., 2007). Social learning occurs when actors involved learn to 
incorporate knowledge generated from a given experience into new collective practices of 
resource management (Pinkerton, 1994; Finkbeiner and Basurto, 2015). Government can 
facilitate social learning by either suggesting or mandating that experiences with co-
management be reflected on and fed back into new projects, thereby enabling gradual 
improvement. Government can also shape more flexible legal frameworks for co-
management ensuring that any changes in policy and legislation be established in such a 
way that amendments are possible without placing too much of a procedural burden on 
those involved  (Macfadyen, Cacaud et al., 2005). In this way, the process of social learning 
can be shaped by the state with input from those involved directly in co-management. 

Transactive decision-making focuses on the process through which information from 
multiple types of knowledge contribute to more equitable and efficient co-management 
processes (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a). Co-management can be a means of alleviating 
conflicting perspectives by setting stages for a deliberative process of regulatory decision 
making among user-groups and government agencies. It can also facilitate discussion 
around the inclusion of local customary practices, norms, and institutions into formal 
policy. Government policy can enable more or less transactive decision making through the 
extent to which participatory decision making is required in practice. The degree of 
transactive decision making also then plays a direct role in the determining the level of 
legitimacy of a given co-management arrangement (Jentoft, 2000). Similarly, legitimacy can 
also be influenced by the extent to which local custom, culture and the knowledge of 
resource-user groups are required in establishing co-management (Pomeroy, 1995; Jentoft 
2000). Finally, as argued by Macfadyen et al. (2005) legislation can support more transactive 
decision making by protecting individuals against the abuse of local power. 

Shared actions and/or commitments refer to the willingness of all actors to undertake joint 
activities under collaborative forms of management (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a). 
There is often a strong need for incentives for stakeholders to participate in co-
management. In Vietnam, incentives for group cohesion have been found to be a mix of 
both financial costs and benefits, as well as a range of welfare and social functions 
(Macfadyen, Cacaud et al., 2005). Policy and legislation can encourage or mandate co-
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management arrangements to include such costs and benefit in such a way that 
commitment is created for direct support for management. For example, by mandating that 
fees are collected for local enforcement (Pomeroy, 1995). By balancing such costs with 
demonstrable benefits from enforcement and dispute resolution, or improved reference to 
measures for reducing poverty or vulnerability, greater commitment for participation can be 
fostered (Arthur, 2005). Likewise, mandating  the provision of technical assistance and 
administrative, technical, and financial services is also noted as  increasing the longevity of 
co-management institutions (Pomeroy and Berkes, 1997; Finkbeiner and Basurto, 2015).  

In the rest of this chapter I use the above five characteristics of co-management to evaluate 
the extent to which Vietnamese policy and legislation provide an enabling environment for 
co-management in the national SUFs system. 

 

3. Methodology  

The review of publically available national-level legal documents, conducted in 2015, was 
based on the operationalization of the five co-management characteristics. The policy and 
legal documents included in the review do not explicitly indicate that they are regulating 
SUF co-management. However, by focusing on areas of policy and law that are relevant to 
forests and community participation we have been able to identify 51 documents (see Table 
2.2 in Appendix 5) that contribute to the national legal framework of SUFs that have a 
direct influence on the five characteristics of co-management outlined above. 

The search was based on four pre-determined categories of documents, each holding 
relevance to different characteristics of co-management (see Table 2.1). First, SUF strategy 
documents and action plans were reviewed. These documents were targeted because they 
hold information on the SUF development and processes of policy improvement related in 
particular to social learning. Secondly, operational documents of SUFs were reviewed which 
focus specifically on the designation of responsibilities and the authorities of different 
actors. Thirdly, policy documents related to public communication and reporting 
requirements and to civil society involvement were reviewed. These documents were 
particularly relevant for understanding policy and legislation related to communication, 
transactive and participative decision making, and social learning. Finally, administrative 
guidelines for forest management, civil society, village organisation and operation, and the 
Commune People Councils were reviewed. These documents revealed insights into 
transactive decision making, pluralism and commitment as steered by the institutional and 
political makeup of the Vietnamese government. 
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The documents were systematically reviewed with information coded according to the five 
characteristics of co-management outlined above (see Table 2.1). For pluralism, I looked 
for information about which actors are responsible for SUF management, how are they 
positioned and legitimated in the SUF arrangement and how the notion of community was 
treated in the structure of SUF management. For communication and negotiation, I 
focused on information relating to the mechanism of exchanging information and feedback 
among stakeholders across scales and levels. For transactive decision making, I looked for 
information related to how multiples types of knowledge/actors were collected as well as 
contribute to the process of decision making. Related to this I also looked for evidence of 
who was legitimated by this knowledge to make decisions about the management of SUFs. 
For social learning I drew on information relating to legislation aimed at mandating or 
facilitating feedback from experiences with SUF management and the investment of this 
feedback into the design of new mechanisms, governmental interventions, and policy 
modifications. In order to understand shared actions and/or commitments, I searched for 
legal information relating to incentives (financial/political/welfare/social functions) for 
stakeholders to participate in SUF management, and how the cost and benefits from SUF 
management are shared. 

 

4. The legal basis of the national SUF system 

The national legal framework for SUFs is an assemblage of laws, ordinances, decrees, 
circulars, directives, and decisions to impart legal instruments (Tan et al., 2008). Like all 
other areas of law and policy, the National Assembly is the highest level legislature in the 
country. Below the Assembly is the executive central government who drafts laws, 
ordinances, and decrees. Executive branches such as Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (MARD), Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE) and 
lower governmental levels (city, province) issue legal documents to guide and instruct the 
implementation of these laws, ordinances and decrees.  
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MARD and MONRE are responsible for the management of forest, forest resources, and 
forest lands. Under the administration of MONRE, the General Department of Land 
Administration is responsible for undertaking forest land management and enforcing the 
forest land law. Under the administration of MARD, the Vietnam Administration of 
Forestry and Forest Protection Department is responsible for consultation and legitimately 
enforcing forest and forest resource protection across the country, as well as concurrently 
managing six inter-provincial national parks, (Cuc Phuong, Tam Dao, Ba Vi, Yok Don, Cat 
Tien, and Bach Ma) (Decree 119/2006/ND-CP). MARD is regulated to play key roles in 
SUF management, having powers to be involved in most aspects of all SUF management, 
whether central or local, such as establishing, adjusting, guiding, examining and 
inventorying SUFs (Decree 117/2010/ND-CP). 

The Vietnamese SUF system is classified as state property in keeping with wider national 
objectives of conserving and restoring forested land. Following the period of economic 
reform (Doi Moi) from 1986 to 2006, forests now represent a source of national benefit, 
bringing together economic welfare and conservation through the protection of natural 
ecosystems, genetic resources, historic and cultural landscapes, and other biological 
resources with the potential for scientific research (Decree 117/2010/ND-CP; Decision 
1250/2013/QD-TTg; Decision 218/2014/QD-TTg). Protection and conservation are 
therefore closely related to economic strategies for national, sectoral, and local socio-
economic development as well as the national strategy for climate change mitigation 
(Decision 218/2014/QD-TTg). 

The SUF system is regulated through a national master plan implemented by MARD and 
the Provincial People’s Committees. At the national level the master plan is based directly 
on parallel master plans for national social-economic development, the national defense 
system, land use, and forest protection and development. At the provincial level SUF 
management is based on the national master plan, as well as the provincial social-economic 
development plans and the provincial defense system plan (Decree 117/2010/ND-CP).  

Each SUF also has an individual operational plan made up of an initial status and planning 
report (Decree 117/2010/ND-CP). This report outlines the status of the forests, 
ecosystems, biodiversity, history, culture, landscapes, scientific aspects, environmental 
education and services. It also provides an inventory of the status of natural resource 
utilization and management, and an evaluation in local livelihoods in the surrounding area. 
These are then used to set objectives for the SUF, including a description of its boundaries, 
action programs, measurements for project implementation and management, and 
information related to investments and management costs. Changing SUF plans is only 
possible when changes are made to national or provincial planning for social-economic 
development or defense (Article 19 Law on Forest Protection and Development). To make 
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these changes permissions are required from relevant authorities such as MARD, MONRE, 
and PPCs. (Decree 117/2010/ND-CP).  

The basis of the SUF system is the restriction of resource exploitation which can adversely 
affect biodiversity, natural and cultural landscapes and scientific resources (Decree 
117/2010/ND-CP). National parks, nature reserves and species/habitat conservation areas 
are divided into three exploitation zones. First, a strictly protected zone is identified, with 
the goal of ensuring natural succession of forests and ecosystems. Second, ecological 
restoration zones are installed, which focus on natural regeneration activities through the 
plantation of indigenous plants. And third, service-administrative sub-zones are classified, 
where silvi-cultural measures may be taken to improve the quality and aesthetic values of 
forests. For landscape protection areas, forestation, forest rehabilitation and other silvi-
cultural measures may be taken under approved schemes, projects and designs. 

SUFs are controlled by SUF management boards who are responsible for ensuring ‘holistic 
forest management’ (Law on Forest Protection and Development 2004). In cases where 
personnel for forest protection is lacking, SUF management boards are permitted to 
allocate forests to households and individuals for protection. Management boards are also 
permitted to engage with ‘economic organisations’, for instance related to ecotourism 
development investment. However, they are legally prohibited to transfer ownership (Law 
on Forest Protection and Development 2004) because they bear responsibility as the main 
legal authority over SUFs (Circular 18/2004/TT-BTNMT; Decree 117/2010/ND-CP).  

 

5. Policy review of co-management  

We now turn to a review of the various policy and legal documents relevant for SUFs. The 
review is grouped into five sections, corresponding with the characteristics of co-
management outlined in section two of this chapter. 

5.1 Pluralism and legitimate participation 

In Vietnamese policy two groups of actors are defined in what relates to ‘pluralist’ policy 
processes: 1. State actors involved in decision making, and 2. Non-state ‘cooperating’ 
actors. There is an overall obligation under law for local people, including villages and 
hamlets, to participate in SUF management (Law on Forest Protection and Development 
2004; Decree 117/2010/ND-CP; Decision 218/2014/QD-TTg). However, both policy and 
legislation involves central state agencies that take control of processes of pluralism, with 
governmental actors decentralizing responsibility for actor engagement to the local 
commune level. This leaves cooperating groups as those working at the SUF level under the 
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coordination of these centralized state actors (Table. 2.2). The result for co-management is 
that policy both enables and constrains pluralism by limiting legitimation to state-centric 
control. 

The People’s Committees at provincial, district, and commune levels are responsible for 
forest and forestland management under the jurisdiction of their administrative authorities. 
Accordingly, professional organisations and officers in charge of these governmental levels 
are responsible for consulting local resource users and enforcing the forest law. DONRE, 
DARD, Provincial Forest Protection Department, and Environmental Protection 
Department are examples of those professional organisations. The Provincial Department 
of Forest Protection is an important agency because it is responsible for advising authorities 
on the protection of forest and for ensuring enforcement of forest protection and 
development at the local level. It also organizes and instructs commune level actors on 
forest protection, as well as disseminates regulations on forest protection and development. 
Finally, it is responsible for ensuring and reporting on compliance to the guidelines of the 
Central Department of Forest (Decree 119/2006/ND-CP).  

At the local level, Community People’s Committees (CPCs) are responsible for 
implementing laws and policies on forest management and protection across their 
jurisdictions (Article 38, Law on Forest Protection and Development 2004). Every CPC is 
required to establish and manage contracts for forest and forestland allocation to both 
households and companies (Decision 1174/QD-TTg and Decision 57/QD-TTg). They are 
also required to guide the implementation of forest protection and management plans, and 
direct villages, hamlets and relevant units to construct and carry out forest protection and 
development. It is also through the CPCs that the state engages with the public through 
forest rangers, police, and army for forest protection (Decision 1717/2006-QD-BNN-KL, 
Decision 147/2007/QD-TTg, and Decision 192/2003/QD-TTg). In addition, CPCs are in 
charge of monitoring ecotourism in SUFs (Decision 104/2007/QD-BNN) and also for 
managing the implementation of payments for ecosystem service programmes (Decree 
99/2010/ND-CP).  

Direct participation in SUFs is controlled by management boards who are tasked with 
coordinating a network of key actors including forest rangers, CPCs, forestry companies, 
other organizations, individuals, households, groups of households and communities at 
grassroot level (Law on Forest Protection and Development 2004; Decree 119/2006/ND-
CP; Decree 117/2010/ND-CP; Decision 218/2014/QD-TTg). Management boards are 
also responsible for organising the participation of communities in buffer zones for forest 
protection, conservation, ‘wise utilization’ of forest products, and environmental services 
with a view to enhancing local livelihoods (Decision 186/2006/QD-TTg). Furthermore, 
any community forest management is also coordinated through SUF management boards 
(Official Document 1327/CV-LNCD dated 7/9/2007 issued by MARD). 
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The day-to-day management of SUFs remains state-centric. National parks and special-use 
forests that have areas of 15,000 ha or above can have their own forest ranger unit – 
equivalent to the District Department of Forest Protection. But smaller SUFs rely on 
collaboration with commune and district level groups. In these SUFs, daily management 
activities are centralized through the commune forest ranger service, who are assigned to 
work with CPCs and District Department of Forest Protection (Decision 1717/2006-QD-
BNN-KL). Commune forest rangers also have legitimate roles in disseminating policies and 
laws to communities and villages (Decision 1717/2006-QD-BNN-KL). At the district level, 
the Forest Protection Department is responsible for cooperation and collaboration with 
government organizations, the army, and forest owners to implement forest protection in 
their administrative areas. At both commune and district level cooperation with 
communities is based on their relation with communities  with training and guidance on 
planning forest protection and forest fire prevention, as well as information exchange and 
evaluation (Decree 119/2006/ND-CP; Decision 1717/2006-QD-BNN-KL and Decree 
74/2010/ND-CP).  

Community involvement in forest management is also centrally coordinated. The term 
“community” is defined in the 2005 Law on Forest Protection and Development as the 
households and individuals living in the same villages or hamlets (Article 3, Clause 3). 
Communities have the legal obligation to participate in constructing and implementing 
plans and methods of forest protection and management in direct collaboration with the 
local civil defense and forest rangers (Decree 74/2010/ND-CP). The law does however 
provide scope for the voluntary formation of cooperatives by farmers for the specific 
purpose of co-managing natural resources (Decree 151/2007/ND-CP). The government 
also demonstrates its commitment to promoting customary laws in forest management 
(Decision 192/2003/QD-TTg; Decision 1174/2005/QD-TTg; Decision 106/2006/QD-
BNN, Circular 70/2007/TT-BNN) and has specifically indicated priority support to ethnic 
minority groups for their engagement in national forestry programmes such as forest 
allocation in which tasks of forest protection and on-site management are assigned with 
priority to these groups and in return these groups receive allowances for their role in forest 
protection (Decision 1174/2005/QD-TTg). 

Collaboration with industry is primarily related to timber and eco-tourism. State forestry 
enterprises and forestry/timber companies are required to collaborate with local authorities 
and the PPC to apply for and check land administration and ownership status and any land-
use issue relating to leasing and using land allocated to households, individuals or ethnic 
minorities (Decree 135/2005/ND-CP and Decree 118/2012/ND-CP). Organizations and 
individuals are encouraged to invest money into ecotourism development through joint-
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ventures, cooperatives, and contracts or rental agreements for the forest environment 
(Decision 104/2007/QD-BNN). 

In sum, the Vietnamese government is diversifying the type and number of actors involved 
in SUF management, with an emphasis on the participation of local resource users. This 
matches with the wider expectations of co-management. However, while a plurality of 
actors is referred to, the decision of who participates remains centralised and is not (yet) 
based on the mobilisation of actors’ self-interests and economic motivation. Local 
participation, coordinated through CPCs, relates to action around forest protection, 
conservation, wise utilisation of resources, and environmental services. But no-one but the 
state maintains rights or ownership over SUFs. Furthermore, the government does show a 
commitment to support the integration of customary with statutory laws. However, it 
remains unclear exactly how this integration should be practiced. For instance, the notion 
of ‘community’ is represented as an instrument of management rather than a set of actors 
able to exercise rights over forest and forest-land. As a result the practice of customary laws 
and community-based SUF management appears to be constrained. Similarly, a lack of legal 
and policy guidance on benefit sharing and reinvestment into SUF conservation appears to 
limit the incorporation of economic actors in SUFs. 

5.2 Communication and Negotiation 

In contrast to the lack of clarity on pluralism, government policy and legislation is clear on 
the rights of citizens to be informed about government activities, as well as the benefits of 
any activities and any impacts (positive or negative) that may ensue (Decision 30/1998/CT-
TW). Such activities extend to all plans on social-economic development, economic 
policies, government budgets, investment priorities, master and land-use plans, and 
infrastructure construction in their communes (Ordinance 34/2007/PL-UBTVQH11). A 
similar level of transparency is also required in SUF management. Citizens have the right to 
know about forest allocation in relation to areas assigned as forests, durations of forest 
protection contracts, tasks in forest protection, and conditions for assignments to 
households and communities (Decision 106/2006/QD-BNN), specific lease of forest 
related to ecotourism (Decision 104/2007/QD-BNN), as well as budgets and activities 
related to forest protection and development across the country, and all agreements on 
benefit-sharing from forest resources (Decision 126/2012/QD-TTg). All groups and 
organisations involved in SUFs are held legally accountable to provide information in these 
activities (Decree 05/2008/ND-CP).  

Responsibility for the delivery of information is again state centric, multi-level and 
predominantly one-way. MONRE, PPCs, DPCs have responsibilities to provide 
information about national, provincial and district master plans on special use forests on 
their official government websites (Decree 117/2010/ND-CP; Article 43 of Land Law 
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2015). SUF management boards are legally required to spread information of the SUF 
master plans at on site level (Decree 117/2010/ND-CP). The responsibility for information 
provision to citizens is devolved to the forestry ranger service who can call village meetings 
to deliver information (Direction 3714/2011/CT-BNN-TCLN). However, bottom-up 
communication and negotiation is not directly mentioned in any specific SUF legal text. 
Instead it is only indirectly referred to in the Law on Complaints, in the regulation on 
Vietnam Fatherland Fronts, and in the Ordinance on Democracy. 

The multi-level Vietnam Fatherland Front is indirectly legitimised to take responsibility for 
boosting bottom-up communication and negotiation in SUF management. According to 
the 2015 Law, the Vietnam Fatherland Front is responsible for disseminating public 
information and mobilizing people in line with the policies of the Party and policies and 
laws of the State (Article 3). As such the Vietnam Fatherland Front is the political base of 
the people’s administration, with the stated role of representing and protecting the lawful 
and legitimate rights and interests of the People, rally and uphold the strength of the great 
national unity, exercise democracy and promote social consensus. However, the Front is 
also a vehicle for state controlled feedback and protest, by coordinating feedback on 
concerns relating to the policy and legislation to the Party and the State.  

By coordinating grassroots conciliation processes (Article 17), the Vietnam Fatherland 
Front is one of the ways through which non-state actors are able to provide feedback to 
governmental authorities. The consequence is that, following this feedback, the government 
and Party are legally obliged to evaluate their decisions and effects on the rights and 
benefits of the complaints at hand. In addition, governmental organisations and agencies 
are required by law to organise meetings for receiving complaints, denunciations, 
recommendations and feedbacks of the people (Article 59, Law on Complaints, and Law 
on Meetings with Citizens). In this case, the Vietnam Fatherland Front is responsible for 
overseeing the enforcement of the law on complaints and denunciations, and encourage 
and support the people in implementing their rights in this regard (Article 66 of Law on 
Complaints). 

In sum, the Vietnam Fatherland Front is the key actor charged with monitoring commune 
‘democracy’ and facilitating state sponsored two-way communication and negotiation at all 
levels. This is then executed by the CPC, who is responsible for ensuring that representative 
processes are put in place and also ensure that the commune level government meets its 
mandated function relating to public reporting and responding to any feedback from 
citizens to higher authorities (Direction 30/1998/CT-TW). This also holds consequences 
for SUF management. Local people are also legitimately enabled to interact proactively with 
local governments and SUF management boards, especially with mandated support of 
Vietnam Fatherland Fronts. Actors such as NGOs and economic sectors are mentioned to 
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a lesser extent, as none or a very few of the legal documents provide guidance on how they 
should interact with state authorities and management boards in SUF management 
arrangements. The focus is especially on local people when it comes to communicating and 
negotiating issues relating to SUF management and development. However, 
communication to and negotiation with local people are limited to subjects related to 
carrying out governmental contracts of SUF forest allocation for household and 
community protection. And representation, outreach and feedback of all different interests 
on SUF policies are depended on the accountability and effectively exercised capacities of 
the CPC and the Fronts at all levels. This altogether might affect the processes of two-way 
SUF communication and negotiation, because these are mandated indirectly and solely 
dependent on accountabilities of twisted government actors, especially for the CPCs and 
Fronts.  

Overall, however, the review shows that the state and Party maintains central control over 
communication and negotiation among SUF actors. It is notable that in legal texts referring 
to SUFs there is no explicit requirements for two-way communication between the state 
and non-state actors around SUF management. As a result, there is evidence that processes 
of communication and negotiation engaged by local people remain limited in practice 
(Duong Hong Thanh, 2015). This legislative gap means that co-management remains 
limited to more informative modes of interaction. As I go on to explore in later chapters 
this has opened up the possibility for NGOs to be more pro-active in facilitating the 
communication and negotiation between relevant SUF actors. And as noted by (Tan, Chinh 
et al., 2008), the dominant one-way communication exerted around SUFs, as well as other 
areas of social existence in Vietnam, is limited by the lack of education and knowledge 
provided to people about their political rights, which compounds their ability to develop 
improved two-way communication and negotiation in Vietnam forestry governance. 

5.3 Transactive decision-making 

Transactive decision making processes are evident in a number of areas of policy and law. 
However, in nearly all cases the decision focuses on obligations and responsibilities for 
engagement rather than voluntary involvement. A series of rights are stipulated for citizens 
involved in SUFs to engage in decisions relating to: fee contributions to infrastructure and 
public welfare constructions in their communes (Ordinance 34/2007/PL-UBTVQH11); 
discussing and voting on decisions to be ratified by higher level government authorities 
(Ordinance 34/2007/PL-UBTVQH11); monitoring and implementation of policies at the 
commune level through officially sanctioned ‘voter meetings’ (Ordinance 34/2007/PL-
UBTVQH11). In order to be applied and implemented across the communes, CPCs are 
mandated to send documents to DPCs for ratification. The documents might be returned 
for modifications until reaching the agreement with DPCs and these are ratified for 
implementation (Circular 70/2007/TT-BNN). 
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Communities have the right to construct their own local agreement/convention on forest 
protection and development. Central government has issued an instruction on community 
forest protection agreement development (Circular 70/2007/TT-BNN; Decision 
550/2007/QD-QLR). Governmental organisations support communities with legal advice 
during the processes of agreement development (Circular 70/2007/TT-BNN). Village 
leaders are required to gather household representatives to discuss, exchange ideas, and 
vote over the content of the proposed commune agreements on forest protection and 
development. If two third of the participants agree upon the proposals, CPCs have to take 
the documents into account and send them to DPCs for legal checks and ratification, and 
then implement the legitimated documents across the communities (Decision 
106/2006/QD-BNN).  

Despite these participative processes being in place, SUF decision making is centralised; 
and PPCs are charged with making decisions relating to SUFs in provincial administration 
authority which is assured to be compatible with central governmental decision making. 
Provincial legal documents aim at clarifying processes of governmental management, 
protection, and utilization over SUF systems (Decree 117/2010/ND-CP). Commune 
People’s Councils, Commune People’s Committees, and the Commune Vietnam Fatherland 
Fronts are required to assure processes of two-ways communication and negotiation from 
grassroots to higher governmental levels, assuring local voices to be heard and taken into 
account in any decision making (Law on organisations of People’s Councils and People’s 
Committees 2003). Evidence from other research indicates that many SUF policies, despite 
appearing transactive on paper, remain top-down in practice. For example, Payment for 
Environmental Services (PES) schemes have been widely imposed on communities by 
Decree 99/2010/ND-CP and based on a central governmental recognition of PES benefits 
rather than on voluntary and/or demand-supply schemes as they are applied in other 
countries (Do Trong Hoan 2014). Similarly, SUF plans are made that cover long-term land-
use of local people, with overlapping land use rights and conflicts (30% of 128 SUFs) 
across the country (Nguyen Hai Van 2014). Again, central top-down decision making tends 
to overrule the more transactive forms of decision making that are outlined in policy. 
Systems of local custom, culture and the knowledge of resource-use groups are leaving 
unsolved how local communities are legitimately integrated and negotiated during processes 
of transactive decision-making. 

5.4 Social learning 

The promotion of learning processes in SUF management is steered by mandates for 
research, training and policy review, all of which are steered by the state. However, unlike 
other co-management characteristics, the responsibility for coordinating learning processes 
in SUF management is devolved to SUF management boards. The core tasks of 
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management boards include cooperation with international nature conservation 
organisations with a view to transferring new knowledge and information on nature 
conservation and ‘flexibly apply’ this knowledge in their own conservation work (Decision 
08/2001/QD-TTg). Management boards are also mandated to ensure that eco-tourism 
activities provide education on nature conservation and raise wider environmental 
awareness through tourism activities (Decision 104/2007/QD-BNN). Although this 
process remains devolved, management boards are required to report any exchanges of 
knowledge and changes in activities to central authorities.  

In facilitating learning processes, management boards are required to coordinate a wide 
group of stakeholders (including scientists, managers, conservationists, and communities) 
all of which have a reciprocal responsibility to provide knowledge on natural resource 
management and biodiversity conservation (Decision 08/2001/QD-TTg). These actors are 
also responsible for reflecting on problems emerging during processes of SUF management 
and reporting to higher authorities (e.g. MARD and Ministry of Home Affairs) in order to 
help them understand the practical circumstances and to ask for central solutions and 
responses (Decision 24/2012/QD-TTg). It is the responsibility of the management boards 
to document this process (Decision 08/2001/QD-TTg, Decision 192/2003/QD-TTg). As 
outlined in the above sections on communication and transactive decision making, 
information is then passed back to management boards and citizens.  

This administratively devolved process of learning and reflection has led to changes in 
problem awareness in SUFs, and subsequent new regulation. These new insights are too 
widespread to outline in full detail here. But examples include the recognition of 
insufficient human resources, relating to the forest ranger services (Decision 
1717/2006/QD-BNN-KL), the lack of professional skill of SUF staff (Decision 
1717/2006/QD-BNN-KL; Decision 2740/2007/QD-BNN-KL), and a low awareness of 
some officers and authorities on tasks of forest protection, allocation and leases (Decision 
2740/2007/QD-BNN-KL). Learning about these and other shortcomings has led to new 
policies, among others on the addition of more than 3000 regular forest rangers in 2015 
(Decision 07/2012/QD-TTg), on increasing rights and responsibilities to forest rangers 
(Decision 57/2012/QD-TTg), and on improvement of the quality of SUF staff (Decision 
2370/2008/QD-BNN-KL). Other areas where changes have been made include financial 
arrangements for staff working in SUFs (Decision 192/2003/QD-TTg), and funds for SUF 
management and development (Decision 192/2003/QD-TTg). This has led to the 
allocation of more stable governmental budgets to SUF management boards (with an 
increase in average budget to 100,000 VND/ha/year (about 4,5 USD/ha/year) and 
investments in SUF village community co-management of 40 million VND/village/year 
(about 1,700-1,800 USD/village/year). In addition, a decision was made to return 75% of 
the revenues from ecotourism to SUF funds (Decision 24/2012/QD-TTg). 
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Changes have also been made relating to the management of SUFs. Government decisions 
have been updated around collaboration between communities, districts and province, the 
need for ‘interdisciplinary management’ between central government and People’s 
Committees at all levels and international organisations (Decision 192/2003/QD-TTg), as 
well as the need for improved coordination with relevant branches of government 
(Decision 192/2003/QD-TTg) and more effective law enforcement (Decision 
192/2003/QD-TTg; Directive 1685/2011/CT-TTg). However, it appears that these 
changes have led to greater, and not less, control by the central government. MARD is now 
identified as the main government body in charge of SUF management (Decree 
117/2010/ND-CP), while MONRE has been given greater control over land and 
biodiversity management (Law on Biodiversity 2008). This in turn has led to greater 
oversight on management measures and responsibilities (Decision 07/2012/QD-TTg).  

By investing in these improvements the government aims to transform forest protection 
from fully state-based to co-management arrangements involving local communities 
(Decision 57/2012/QD-TTg). However, it is also apparent from the review that ‘learning’ 
has been limited to administrative processes relating to government control and the 
introduction of market incentives through, for example, benefit sharing mechanisms for 
non-timber forest product harvesting and PES schemes. (Decision 126/2012/QD-TTg; 
Decision 126/2012/QD-TTg). Some crucial requirements and lessons for co-management 
arrangements to learn and enable greater and more equal interactions among actors are not 
yet covered in policy or legislation. The result is a lack of attention to how local and 
scientific knowledge can be integrated in SUF policies, and how policy modifications in 
relation to SUF property rights and ownership can result in more effective outcomes.  

5.5 Shared actions and commitments 

Administrative control over co-management means that shared actions and commitments 
are mandatory rather than voluntary. ‘Benefit sharing’ has emerged in policy and legislation 
in recent years as a main approach to implementing shared actions between the state and 
resource users. However, the practice of benefit sharing in SUFs has faced contradictory 
policy and legislation (PanNature 2014). Implementing schemes to ensure shared use of 
these resources appear to run counter to strict controls over wood exploitation, forest 
product harvests, and wildlife animal hunting (Decree 32/2010/ND-CP and Decision 
2243/2014/QD-TTg). Coupled with the low capacity of law enforcement and weak 
commitments, debates over benefit sharing have also been linked to debates on the 
overexploitation of forest resources (PanNature 2014). To address these potential 
contradictions the government has turned to providing income streams from indirect 
sources related to natural resources such as PES and ecotourism, and controlled forms of 
forest allocation and cultivation (Decision 104/2007/QD-BNN).  However, the lack of 
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clarity on SUF ownership and management have constrained the implementation of benefit 
sharing schemes like PES in many SUFs across the country (Nguyen Hai Van and Nguyen 
Viet Dung 2015).  

The implementation of benefit sharing mechanisms is directed by MARD and involves the 
SUF management boards, PPC, DPCs, CPCs and village communities. These mechanisms 
focus on SUF products such as forestry and fisheries and rights on animal and plant 
cultivation. SUF management boards remain in charge of management, while CPCs are 
listed as beneficiaries boosting the effective engagement of local people. The 
implementation of these mechanisms represents a shift from a centralized national budget 
under what was known as the five-million-hectares programme up till 2010 (Program 661), 
to an average budget of 100,000 VND/ha/year delivered to qualifying households, 
communities and security units (Decision 24/2012/QĐ-TTg; Article 191, Land Law 2013). 
In this sense benefits are shared between the government and local resource users with the 
goal of SUF protection and livelihood development. In this sense, local people help the 
government to overcome governmental barriers of human resources for SUF protection 
and in return they gain some rights for their SUF resource exploitation which was 
previously strictly prohibited by SUF policies. This attempts to create incentives for local 
people livelihood development based on SUF resources with the hope to increase 
commitments of local people in SUF protection. However, as outlined by (Nguyen Hai Van 
and Nguyen Viet Dung 2015) all costs of SUF management remain in charge of SUF 
management boards based on their annual allocated budgets from both national and/or 
provincial levels – which are in practice just enough for operations of the Boards  

To engage in benefit sharing households require a so called “red book” land contract, 
which stipulates a long-term lease. Communities can also use land in SUF rehabilitation 
zones for specific activities such as forest plantation and protection (Decision 13-2013-
QH13 – Land Law 2013; Decree 43/2014/ND-CP). Through these contracts both 
households and communities are permitted to benefit sharing as long as activities 
contribute to long term forest protection (Decision 29/2004/QH11 – Law on Forest 
Protection and Development 2004). All activities related to the assignment of land-use 
contracts is controlled by the government who documents allocation by defining and 
registering boundaries and benefits (Decision 106/2006/QD-BNN dated 27/11/2006). By 
having a contract, both households and communities are also able to participate in PES 
schemes (Decree 99/2010/ND-CP on the policy of Payment for Forest Environmental 
Services). However, these PES schemes are limited because “red book” contracts do not 
allow for the transfer of ownership rights, which remain with the state (Wunder, Dung et 
al., 2005); Article 29 and 30 of Law on Forest Protection and Development 2004). Other 
activities like ecotourism are also a direct means of benefit sharing. Here the government 
defines the terms and provides direct support to  community-based ecotourism 
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development (Decision 44/2005/QH11 – Law on Tourism; Decision 104/2007/QD-BNN 
dated 27/12/2007). Under the Law any stakeholder that engages in tourism related 
business involving SUF resources are required to provide local people with engagement in 
tourist services (Decree 23/2006/ND-CP; Decision 104/2007/QD-BNN) and support 
them to enhance their benefits, livelihood development, and responsibilities in nature 
conservation (Decision 104/2007/QD-BNN).  

In summary, incentives for shared action and commitment to SUF management are 
facilitated through benefit sharing mechanisms. However, these mechanisms have not yet 
created a transformation SUF management in boosting the involvement of local people 
because of weak institutions around ownership and user rights. This means that in spite of 
the rhetoric surrounding ‘benefit sharing’ local people largely form hired labour for the 
state. The lack of shared action for SUF management is in this sense also limited by the 
slow transfer of wages to local people, as well as the weak policing of illegal exploitation of 
SUF natural resources (Vu Thi Bich Thuan, 2015), and conflicts over rights of SUF land 
use (Nguyen Hai Van and Nguyen Viet Dung, 2015). Clear design and enforcement of 
policy and legislation therefore appear to be required if benefit sharing arrangement for 
SUFs is going to better facilitate a shift to co-management. 

 

6. Discussion 

The review demonstrates that there is a legal foundation for the development of SUF co-
management. In Vietnamese policy and legislation the type of co-management tends 
towards what has been labelled an instructive model – that is, a model with only minimal 
exchange of information between government and users (Sen and Nielsen, 1996). Also 
corresponding to the literature on co-management, there are mechanisms for creating 
dialogue with resource users, but Vietnamese policy focuses predominantly on government 
informing resource users on decisions and coordinating participation (Lai, 2008; Duong 
Hong Thanh, 2015; Hoang Van Nghia, 2015). Yet despite evidence of this instructive 
model, the government has in place a series of policies which distribute implementing 
responsibility away from the central or national level towards commune level organisations 
and SUF management boards. There is also emphasis on the inclusion of non-government 
organisations, including extensive attention to citizen engagement and businesses. What 
remains unclear is whether the policies and legislation reviewed, albeit still highly 
centralized in terms of key decision making power, allow for any form of locally adaptive 
decision making?  
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All characteristics of adaptive management are observable in policy and legislation, but 
shaded by the instructive model of co-management. The review shows that pluralism is 
promoted in policy, but that the government continues to hold control over how different 
stakeholder groups can access co-management arrangements. The government maintains a 
centralized long-term planning model and although input is sought from citizens and other 
groups it is done through line agencies spanning multiple levels of government (in line with 
the vision of USAID’s Coral Triangle Support Partnership 2013). Yet direct participation 
by resource users is also mandated, not voluntary. The result is that any deviation from 
policy can result in modifications or withdrawal of land rights and forest ownership. NGOs 
and civil society organisations have a passive participation in co-management, with their 
legal obligations limited to information provision and knowledge sharing (Pomeroy, 1995). 
Democratic processes are maintained through the Ordinance of Democracy, which 
facilitates a degree of transactive decision-making in terms of assuring interactions, 
hearings, and opinion searching. Here again the government stipulates consultation rather 
than a shared decision framework (cf. Berkes, 2010). Final decisions on nearly all issues 
relating to SUF management are taken at the national and provincial levels. While ‘learning’ 
is supported through reporting and information exchange it does not yet appear to promote 
a social form of learning where on-going knowledge creation leads to shared values and 
jointly implemented actions (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a; Pahl-Wostl, Sendzimir et al., 
2007). Instead feedback aims to strengthen central planning and implementation. Finally, in 
terms of shared actions and commitments, government has instituted the language of 
‘benefit sharing’, but has mandated and controlled sharing rather than allowing for 
voluntary allocation and market transfers. This again has allowed for an instructive and only 
very weakly adaptive model of co-management. 

A series of key observations can also be drawn from the review that underlie the lack of 
development of co-management. First, the review illustrates the tension between 
decentralization and centralization of SUF management. In Vietnam, decentralization and 
the delegation of authority is regarded as an important political task in a process of 
governmental administration innovation (Phuong, 2013). While the government may be 
willing to call for more participation, it appears reluctant to delegate significant authority to 
manage natural resources to local communities and organisations (Pomeroy, 1995). This is 
reflected throughout the reviewed policy and legislation. Yet, while administrative 
decentralization was more evident, the delegation of authority to the extent of self-
management is not yet in use in the political and legal texts (Phuong, 2013). Instead what is 
observed is the allocation of tasks without decision making authority. Administrative 
delegation observed is limited to provincial level government through the PPC. Legislation 
and policy on local level resource use refers to various obligations of households and 
communities. As argued above, these obligations reinforce the control of the state and 
relegates citizen engagement to state instruments rather than self-managed units with clear 
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mandates for contributing to SUF sustainability. Under such conditions the emergence of 
co-management that creates deliberative inclusion of a wide set of stakeholders appears 
limited (cf. Finkbeiner and Basurto, 2015).  

Second, the review highlighted the overlapping mandated responsibilities of governmental 
agencies, causing a paradox between rhetoric and reality in biodiversity conservation and 
environmental protection in terms of practicing truly collaboration among the organisations 
(IUCN, 2010). SUF management boards are both forest owners while they are also tasked 
with responsibilities related to social service provision. The practical implication is that 
many of the same organisations that management boards partner with are also responsible 
for both enforcement and livelihood development. Not only is there no clear boundary 
between the two responsibilities at the level of these management boards, the direct 
responsibility of land and forest management is allocated to two different central 
organisations – MARD and MONRE. The lack an effective collaboration between these 
ministries further compounds the challenge SUF management boards have to complete 
management tasks, let alone to invest in social service provision (Nguyen Thanh Huyen, 
2013; Nguyen Viet Dung, 2014). This conflict of interest means that co-management 
remains confounded in policy and creates considerable limitations for local practice. 

Third, the review draws out underlying problems relating to the lack of clarity around 
property rights, which has undermined attempts by management boards to engage 
communities in co-management (Doan Diem, 2014). According to To Xuan Phuc (2014), 
what is required is a clearer delineation in policy and law about who the “real SUF owners” 
are. Without this clarity key characteristics of co-management will be undermined – in 
particular policies relating to benefit sharing (To Xuan Phuc, 2014). One area that needs 
more attention is the inclusion of customary laws into SUF policy and legislation (Nguyen 
Thanh Huyen, 2013). As the review demonstrates, the Vietnamese government has focused 
on statutory laws for SUF management. While pluralism is addressed, and even the greater 
inclusion of ethnic minorities, there is no attention to the diversity of customary practices 
and laws, nor how they could be included into a co-management arrangement. This would 
be an important first step in the further development of policy and legislation related to 
SUFs. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Although the concept of co-management has been used in Vietnam for the last 20 years it 
remains largely underdeveloped in government policy and legislation. Nevertheless, the 
review also demonstrates that there is support, albeit scattered and uncoordinated across a 
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range of policies and laws, for the development of co-management. If considering co-
management as a process, better refinement of this legal framework could help to better 
institute co-management. Although there is no precise guidance for SUF co-management 
installation and development, the five characteristics of co-management are partially visible 
in these documents. However, to further improve this attention needs to be given to 
ensuring that a framework for communication and negotiation with local resource users is 
developed that more clearly sets out the right of dialogue and the accountability of 
government organisations. Legal permission for constructing village conventions and 
agreements on forest protection would also be an important starting point for developing 
more consultative and interactive forms of co-management. Difficulties emerging from the 
process can be fixed by enhancing law enforcement and capacity, mobilizing outside 
supports, and creating mechanisms for information transparency. These results can provide 
a useful starting point for both governmental agencies and NGOs who are attempting to 
install co-management in Vietnamese SUFs. 

In the following chapters, we build on this review by present the results of three empirical 
studies that explore the extent to which co-management has been implemented. In 
particular I explore what possibilities there are for shaping current Vietnamese legislation 
and policy towards a more adaptive form of co-management. The next chapter provides 
empirical data on the current practice of SUF co-management across the country, focusing 
on the extent to which the state and NGOs take up their mandated roles. In doing so this 
chapter provides a diagnosis of how the current policy and legislative framework directly 
facilitates the dysfunctional performance of SUFs. 
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Chapter 3 

ADMINISTRATIVE CO-MANAGEMENT: THE CASE OF SPECIAL-USE 
FOREST CONSERVATION IN VIETNAM1 

 

1. Introduction 

In Vietnam, special-use forests (SUFs) are considered ‘the backbone of the national 
protected areas system’ (PARC, 2006), comprising terrestrial forests, and a number of 
wetland and marine areas (ICEM, 2003). Since 1993, the Vietnamese government has 
strengthened the special-use forest system to meet obligations of the Convention on 
Biodiversity (CBD) and the Ramsar Convention by increasing the total surface area of 
protected areas to two million hectares (ICEM, 2003; Zingerli, 2005; Meyfroidt and 
Lambin, 2008). However, despite this significant increase, and early reports of a shift from 
net deforestation to reforestation (Meyfroidt and Lambin, 2009), conflicts persist around 
SUFs as forest habitat is degraded by illegal logging, trade and transportation of forest 
products in many parts of the country (VEPA, 2007). It remains clear that a national 
response to curbing biodiversity loss and degradation of forest habitat is needed. 

Ineffective management of SUFs has been fueled by a combination of poorly funded 
surveillance and the dependence of local communities on forest resources for their 
livelihoods. Conflicts have commonly ensued between local users and authorities 
responsible for nature conservation when the former have been forcefully excluded from 
protected areas (Zingerli, 2005). Other evidence has pointed to the lack of alternative 
income opportunities for communities living around SUFs as a cause of continued levels of 
exploitation (Boissière, Sheil et al., 2009). In Vietnam, like many other developing countries 
(Hayes, 2006), prohibiting natural resource use in protected areas provides no incentive for 
responsible and sustainable use; rather, local residents maximize resource exploitation as 
opportunities arise. 

Faced with these challenges the Vietnamese government, in collaboration with a range of 
international conservation organizations, has attempted to institutionalize co-management 
in SUFs to engage local stakeholders in protected area management and improve the 
protection of forest habitat and biodiversity (Boissière, Sheil et al., 2009). In 2003, the 
                                                 

1 This chapter has been published as KimDung, N., Bush, S., & Mol, A.P.J (2013). Administrative co-management: The 
case of special-use forest conservation in Vietnam. Environmental Management, 51(3), 616-630. 
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Government ratified the Management Strategy for Protected Area System in Vietnam up to 
2010, in which an approach of co-managing protected areas is portrayed. The Strategy 
addressed issues of co-management, such as a clear identification of roles and 
responsibilities of communities, the promotion of local resource user involvement, and the 
reformation of policy and institutions to strengthen state management and local authority 
capacities (Government of Vietnam, 2003). According to Swan (2010), the 2004 Land Law 
identifies communities as legal entities with rights to hold long-term land leases, which 
provides a fundamental change for the development of terrestrial co-management models 
(Swan, 2010). In addition, subsequent implementation of co-management has been 
coordinated by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD, 2005) and the 
Vietnam Conservation Fund (VCF) in reference to the Vietnamese government’s 
obligations under the CBD Program of Work on Protected Areas (IUCN, 2006), as well as 
through a number of foreign-funded pilot SUF co-management projects (Wyatt and Quan, 
2007; Sandbrook, Trong et al., 2010). Despite the ongoing conflicts associated with illegal 
use of SUF resources a shift from the conventional government-monopolized conservation 
paradigm to an alternative co-management system appears to be underway in Vietnam. 

Co-management has been introduced into Vietnamese SUFs management with a normative 
emphasis on finding ‘win-win’ solutions that could link conservation and development 
activities, boosting the roles and functions of the protected area system to support the 
implementation of the Comprehensive Development and Hunger Eradication and Poverty 
Reduction Strategy in the course of national industrialization and modernization (Sunderlin 
and Ba, 2005). However, experience from other parts of the world have shown that 
successfully co-management of natural resources requires a certain socio-economic and 
political context, in which decentralization is the linchpin (Borrini-Feyerabend, Pimbert et 
al., 2004). As Campbell and Vainio-Mattila (2003) note, decentralized control and decision 
making through co-management can improve the welfare of local communities (Campbell 
and Vainio-Mattila, 2003). Therefore, it can be questioned whether co-management 
arrangements for nature protection in a central state-organized country as Vietnam will 
look similar to those in the market-oriented liberal democracies of Europe and Northern 
America. Because the ways and the extent to which co-management has been 
institutionalized across the country is unknown, with most information derived from a 
relatively small number of case studies, this paper provides a country wide analysis of co-
management in SUFs and in doing so specify the characteristics of a Vietnamese brand of 
co-management and contribute to a better understanding of the ongoing changes to 
Vietnamese nature protection. The following two sections provide a background to the 
SUF system in Vietnam and a theoretical typology of co-management. We then use this 
typology to analyze the results of a survey of 105 SUFs before outlining a new form of co-
management for Vietnam. 



 

 

45 

 

2. The special-use forest system in Vietnam 

Vietnam started nature protection in 1962 with the establishment of its first ‘prohibited 
forests’ in what is today the Cuc Phuong National Park. Until 1986, the system of 
prohibited forests was comprised of 87 areas across the country, classified as national parks, 
nature reserves, and cultural, historical and environmental areas (Dung, Bao et al., 2002). At 
the end of 1986, Vietnam’s Ministry of Forestry (MARD today) issued Decree 1171-QD on 
the regulation of three types of forests,  in which the term ‘special-use forests’ was 
introduced to distinguish from protection forests2 and production forests. In the regulation, 
SUFs were defined as national forests established to protect and conserve forest habitats, 
the genetic resources of endemic flora and fauna, landscapes, and sites with cultural and 
historic value, as well as often also providing resources for scientific research and education 
(MoF, 1986).  

Since 2010, 161 SUFs (making up 2,198,744 hectares) have been identified and classified 
into national parks (30), nature reserves (55), species and/or habitat reserves (11) and 
landscape protected areas (45). These SUF areas include not only entire forests, as the name 
implies, but also many cultural and historic sites, grasslands, freshwater lakes, and coastal 
and marine areas (MONRE, 2011b; PanNature, 2011a).3 National parks have been defined 
as areas with large typical ecosystems, containing high values for science, education, and 
tourism. Nature reserves are wilderness areas designed to maintain ecological processes 
through the restoration of natural resources and biodiversity, and species and/or habitat 
reserves for endemic or valuable flora and/or fauna. Cultural-historic-environmental areas 
(or landscape protected areas), consist of landscapes with a high aesthetic value (often 
associated with cultural and historic values), that serve culture, tourism or science 
(Government of Vietnam, 2001). 

National management and administration of SUFs is fragmented, and the division of 
responsibility between the central and lower administrative levels unclear. MARD is 
responsible for the systematic administration of SUFs and also administrates eight inter-
provincial national parks. Within MARD, the Forest Protection Department (FPD) plays a 
key role in monitoring and managing the SUF network (Government of Vietnam, 2003). 

                                                 

2 In Vietnam, protection forests are classified for upstream watershed protection forests, anti-shifting sand forests and 
coastal wave-breaking forests. 

3 In January 2011 the government enacted Decree 117/2010/ND-CP on the organization and management of SUFs. In 
doing so it also introduced experimental research forests as a new category of special-use forest. However, the jurisdiction 
of this category remains ambiguous as it has not yet been drafted into the 2008 Law on Biodiversity. 
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Responsibility for other protected areas is divided among other branches of the 
government. Wetland conservation and protection is divided between the Ministry of 
Natural Resource and Environment (MONRE), responsible for ‘sustainable development’, 
while MARD maintains control over wetland protected area protection (VEPA, 2005). 
MARD also cooperates with the Ministry of Fishery on wetland resource management and 
protection (Government of Vietnam, 2001), and the latter is also the main authority 
responsible for marine protected areas (PARC, 2006). The Ministry of Culture and 
Information (MOCI) directly administrates landscape protected areas, but does so in 
cooperation with MARD who maintains managerial responsibility for protection. 

At the provincial level, the Provincial People’s Committees (PPCs)4 is responsible for all 
other SUFs. Based on the size and importance of forests, PPCs might assign district 
governments to manage and develop activities such as tourism (Government of Vietnam, 
2001). According to Swan (2010), the majority of Vietnam’s SUFs are managed by 
provincial Departments of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARDs), under their 
respective People’s Committees. However, SUFs, not managed by the District level Forest 
Protection Department, report directly to PPCs. At the operational level, the management 
board of a SUF is staffed by officials assigned by provincial DARDs and is responsible for 
management and protection (ICEM, 2003). The board does not include representatives 
from other sectors or stakeholders. Where management boards have not been established, 
SUFs are under the management authority of either District Forest Protection 
Departments, Provincial Departments of Agriculture and Rural Development, or Provincial 
Departments of Culture and Information (Government of Vietnam, 2003). 

In short, human activity in national parks, nature reserves, and species and/or habitat 
reserves are restricted to nature protection rather than resource use, while in cultural-
historic-environmental areas regulation includes cultural and tourist activities. Despite the 
poor representation of local people in SUFs, co-management appears to remain an 
important strategy given that up to 80% of Vietnam’s SUFs are estimated to be legally 
inhabited (Cuong, Dung et al., 2009). Research has shown that areas surrounding these 
forests commonly consist of agricultural lands, housing and infrastructure. However, 
although often legal, the close proximity of human occupation in these border and buffer 
areas of protected zones are also often ill-defined. Surrounding communities are bound by 
law to protect the resources and biodiversity in the forests, but illegal poaching, hunting, 
cultivation and/or logging is highly prevalent (PARC, 2006). Given the conflicts in and 

                                                 

4 In Vietnam, the Provincial People’s Committees are state administrative organs in provincial levels, operating functions 
of state management under provincial administrative boundaries, and ensuring the integration of administration and 
direction from the state to grassroots’ levels. 



 

 

47 

 

around SUFs defining the potential of co-management that would suit the Vietnamese 
context appears more necessary than ever. 

 

3. Co-management research framework for Vietnam 

The concept of co-management was introduced in the early 1990s by core group of 
scholars (Berkes, George et al., 1991; Pomeroy, 1995; McCay and Svein, 1996; Sen and 
Nielsen, 1996). The concept has been widely used in natural resource management 
literature, especially with respect to fisheries and forestry. Today, co-management is 
strongly related to the adaptive governance literature, where multiple actors at multiple 
levels continuously interact to solve problems and adjust their positions and activities to 
respond to changing circumstances (Carlsson and Berkes, 2005). Reflecting this wide scope, 
Plummer and FitzGibbon (2004b) argue that a broad definition of co-management is 
preferred, namely, the distribution of rights and responsibilities pertaining to a particular 
resource among governments and local users. 

The co-management typology of Berkes and colleagues (1991) characterizes seven modes 
of co-management: Information, consultation, cooperation, communication, advisory 
committee, management boards, and joint decision-making. These modes characterize 
different levels of information exchange and feedback amongst government and resource 
users. As such, each emphasizes the extent to which resources are shared in decision-
making. According to Notzke (1995), these seven modes are useful in illustrating the 
diversity of co-management but are not easily distinguished in practice. Sen and Nielsen 
(1996) therefore introduced a classification of five types of co-management arrangements, 
namely instructive, consultative, cooperative, advisory, and informative, moving from state 
management to community-based co-management. These arrangements differ in the degree 
of power sharing between government and resource users by focusing on decision-making 
and management tasks with respect to planning, implementation and evaluation. Although 
these classifications identified and examined power as a critical element of co-management, 
Hersoug and Rånes (1997) argued soon after that they are too simplistic and insufficient to 
deal with complexities such as time, scale, and representation. 

Plummer and FitzGibbon (2004a) subsequently addressed the complexity of co-
management by developing a framework that incorporates a diversity of interests and 
inputs, the operationalization of power, and a process of learning in order to adjust and 
adapt. They identify five characteristics of co-management: pluralism, communication and 
negotiation, transactive decision-making, social-learning, and shared actions or 
commitments. Pluralism relates to the inclusion of various interests and/or inputs in the, 
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process of co-management. Communication and negotiation refers to information 
exchange and feedback to gain consensus and common understanding amongst 
stakeholders. Transactive decision-making focuses on the process of decision-making, in 
which information from multiple types of knowledge contribute to more equitable and 
efficient co-management processes. Social-learning refers to on-going knowledge creation 
by sharing values, jointly implementing actions, and reflecting upon feedbacks. Finally, 
shared actions or commitments refer to the willingness of all actors to undertake joint 
activities which under collaborative forms of management.  

In this paper, we employ Plummer and FitzGibbon’s five characteristics of co-management 
as a basis for analyzing SUFs in Vietnam. We combine these characteristics with the types 
of co-management classified by Sen and Nielsen (1996) into a conceptual matrix (Table. 
3.1). The horizontal axis represents a scale of co-management based on Sen and Nielsen’s 
classification, ranging from government-based management system to a community-led co-
management . The characteristics of co-management then correspond to the vertical axis, 
providing a qualitative measure of the degree to which power is shared between 
government and local people along the five co-management types . Together these axes 
allow us to map the extent to which Vietnam has shifted the SUF management from a 
centralized government-based system to a co-managed system of forest governance.  

 

4. Methods 

The methodology was based on a national survey of managers directly responsible for 
management in the 143 SUFs across the country (following a draft version of the 2010 SUF 
list of the Forest Protection Department, excluding the 20 experimental research forests). 
Based on the assessment matrix (Table. 3.1), and combined with our own experiences of 
nature conservation in Vietnam, a structured questionnaire was developed with a total of 37 
questions, of which 16 questions were used to develop an index of co-management 
arrangements.  

After initially contacting the heads of SUF management boards to explain the purpose of 
the survey, a questionnaire (in Vietnamese language) was sent by post. This two-step 
process, combined with some follow phone calls to remind the respondents to complete 
the questionnaire, ensured a high rate of response. After removing incomplete surveys, the 
final response rate to the questionnaire was 105 or 73% of our target; of which 24 were 
national parks (out of a possible 30; 80%); 45 nature reserves (out of a possible 57; 79%); 
eight species and/or habitat reserves (out of a possible 11; 73%); and 28 landscape 
protected areas (out of a possible 45; 62%). 
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In-depth interviews were subsequently conducted with 22 randomly selected members of 
SUF management boards to validate survey questions and gather more detailed information 
on the collaboration between management boards and other stakeholders. Approximately 
half of these interviews were conducted face-to-face, while the other half were conducted 
via telephone.  

Data analysis started with descriptive statistics before moving to the construction of the co-
management index based on 16 questions from the questionnaire. These questions were 
divided between the characteristics of co-management on the vertical axis of the matrix (see 
Appendix 6). Scores on these questions were then allocated along the horizontal axis of the 
co-management matrix, ranging from 1 (Instructive) to 5 (Informative). Equal weights were 
given to each of the five theoretical characteristics of co-management. But within each 
characteristic questions were weighted according to their importance reflected in the co-
management literature and by Vietnamese practitioners (see Appendix 6).  

Pluralism was measured based on the diversity of collaborations between the management 
boards and other stakeholders, in terms of levels (local, national, regional, and international) 
and sectors (military, economic sectors, education and science sector, and civil 
organizations). The more diversified collaborations regarding levels and sectors, the higher 
the degree of co-management. We used one question to identify and classify stakeholders 
having formal and informal collaborations with the management boards. 

Communication and Negotiation refers to information exchange and feedback amongst 
stakeholders to gain consensus and common understandings on the management of SUFs 
(Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a). We measured these two variables through four separate 
questions related to communication and negotiation. The first question tested the extent to 
which park managers seek guidelines for their activities from the central government. A low 
score implies the existence of one-way communication and a top-down mode of decision-
making and management. The second question focused on the modes and methods of 
information exchange and feedback between actors involved in management. We 
considered a higher diversity in these modes and methods to imply that information 
exchange is more interactive amongst stakeholders. Differences between different modes of 
information exchange were also taken into account; for example, paper reports were 
deemed less interactive than site visits. The third question focused on the frequency of 
meetings between stakeholders. Here we assume that the more frequent the meetings the 
more information exchange and feedback occurs. Finally, the roles of participants and the 
ways of communication in meetings on resource management are reflected in a question 
distinguishing the mode of interaction in these meetings, ranging from one-way passive 
exchange to multi-lateral interactive exchange. 



 

 

51 

 

Two questions in the survey explored the desire for improving transactive forms of 
decision-making in the management of SUFs; i.e. the ways in which multiple types of 
knowledge are used to reach equitable and effective management outcomes (Plummer and 
FitzGibbon, 2004a). The first question focuses on what demands park managers place on 
the devolution of decision making and authority. The second focuses on the degree of 
freedom park managers have to react to novel situations without deferring to higher levels 
of government. It was expected that a demand for devolution of authority implies that 
power is currently not equally shared and operational levels of decision making at the level 
of SUFs remain centrally controlled. It was therefore anticipated that if operational levels of 
management are more free to react to new situations, this would demonstrate less central 
government control. In order to understand the roles of stakeholders and how power is 
distributed in making decisions in SUF co-management arrangements, the survey also 
investigated eight commonly employed tasks in co-management arrangements: resource 
estimation, access right formulation, harvesting regulation, market regulation, monitoring, 
enforcement, evaluation, and policy modification (Sen and Nielsen, 1996). However, these 
were used for clarifying the results rather than in the scoring. 

Social-learning in co-management is a measure of the ability of stakeholders to develop 
knowledge through the process of (co-)management by sharing values, implementing 
activities, and reflecting upon feedback (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a). The degree of 
social learning in SUFs was measured through four questions: (1) the extent to which 
management experiences were documented by managers for later reflection or reference, 
(2) whether the relevance of policies implemented in the area are evaluated, (3) the 
responsiveness of stakeholders to modifications to government policy, and (4) the 
responsiveness of higher authorities to events or management problems. It was assumed 
that the documentation of experiences would increase the likelihood of fostering learning 
by managers and resource users alike. Moreover, learning by government authorities is 
assumed to provide a basis for adequately evaluating the extent to which policies are 
applicable to specific sites. The more responsive managers are at the operational levels, the 
more effective co-management should be. 

Finally, shared actions or commitments refers to the extent to which stakeholders have 
agreed to and take part in joint activities. The five questions used to evaluate this 
characteristic of co-management referred to: (1) the costs associated with management; (2) 
the degree of recognition given to local people’s rights, (3) the degree of recognition given 
to historical values and indigenous customs, (4) the economic incentives used in 
management, and (5) the extent to which local people join in management tasks. By 
investigating management costs we assume that sharing responsibilities and benefits creates 
financial efficiencies in management. We also assume that as governmental authorities 
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recognize the rights, benefits, historical values and indigenous customs of local people, and 
furthermore, that collaboration amongst local people and government results in effective 
co-management. Economic incentives are  assumed to motivate stakeholders to collaborate 
with managers and the greater the role resource users play in management tasks the more 
likely co-management is to succeed. 

Mann-Whitney Tests and Kruskal-Wallis Tests were employed to compare differences 
between categories of SUFs. These tests are applicable to our data because they allow for 
comparison of two or more independent groups with different samples sizes, of which the 
data are ordinal, not normally distributed, and contain outliers. 

 

5. Results from the survey 

The overall result of the survey is that with a score on our index of 3.06 (SD = 0.30, n = 
105) co-management in SUFs most closely corresponds to Sen and Nielsen’s form of 
‘cooperative’ – positioned between the two extremes of government-based and 
community-based management forms of co-management. The variation of co-management 
arrangements are represented at both extremes of the range of results by the Vinh Cuu 
nature reserve (Dong Nai province), with the highest score (3.75), and Krong Trai nature 
reserve (Phu Yen province), with the lowest (2.25). Table 3.2 below presents the overall 
descriptive statistics of co-management over the five point index and over the four 
categories of SUFs. 
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Table 3.2 Levels of co-management in SUFs of Vietnam, according to dimensions and 
categories of special-use forests 

 
National 

parks 
(n=24) 

Nature 
reserves 
(n=45) 

Species 
and/or 
habitat 
reserves 
(n=8) 

Landscape 
protected 

areas 
(n=28) 

Overall of 
protected 

areas 
(n=105) 

Pluralism 3,21 
(SD = 1.38) 

2,20 
(SD = 1.27) 

1,75 
(SD = 0.89) 

1,79 
(SD = 1.07) 

2,29 
(SD = 1.32) 

Communication 
and Negotiation 

3,52 
(SD = 0.56) 

3,45 
(SD = 0.54) 

2,88 
(SD = 0.88) 

3,10 
(SD = 0.64) 

3,33 
(SD = 0.63) 

Transactive 
Decision-making 

2,50 
(SD = 0.64) 

2,77 
(SD =0.67) 

3,00 
(SD = 0.46) 

2,54 
(SD = 0.69) 

2,66 
(SD = 0.67) 

Social-learning 3,55 
(SD = 0.54) 

3,49 
(SD = 0.56) 

3,91 
(SD = 0.57) 

3,45 
(SD = 0.75) 

3,52 
(SD = 0.62) 

Shared actions or 
Commitments 

2,64 
(SD = 0.49) 

2,75 
(SD = 0.49) 

2,81 
(SD = 0.42) 

3,00 
(SD = 0.36) 

2,79 
(SD = 0.47) 

Overall score 3,12 
(SD = 0.23) 

3,08 
(SD = 0.33) 

3,05 
(SD = 0.21) 

3,00 
(SD = 0.34) 

3,06 
(SD = 0.30) 

 

5.1 The Pluralism of Vietnamese protected areas 

Overall, pluralism scored lowest among the five co-management dimensions of SUFs. 
However, within the category national parks score the highest with a statistically significant 
higher level of pluralism than nature reserves (U = 321.5, p-value = 0.005), species/habitat 
reserves (U = 39, p-value = 0.011), and landscape protected areas (U = 148, p-value = 0). No 
statistically significant difference was found between pluralism of nature reserves, species 
and/or habitat reserves, and landscape protected areas (Figure. 3.1; see Appendix 6 for all 
the mean values and standard deviations). 

The results also indicate that all groups are not equally evident in management across all 
four SUFs categories (Table 3.3). Besides administrative governmental agencies, SUF 
management predominantly legally engaged local people, police, and the military in forest 
protection and conservation, and to a lesser extent public and private enterprises, civil 
organizations, scientific and education organizations, and international actors. While overall 
there seems to be some degree of pluralism in protected areas, this finding is in need of 
further qualification. Local people’s involvement was seen across all national parks and 
96% of all SUFs. However, collaboration by state or state-related organizations (the 
military, the police, state economic sectors) is more significant than private enterprises or 
international organizations. The police and military participated in and collaborated with 
the management boards and forest rangers because forest rangers have no authority to 
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order an arrest or enforce fines. The military and police are also crucial in fire management. 
The Vietnamese Father Front and civil organizations, such as the Youth Union and 
Women Union, are related to the Vietnam Communist Party and help to disseminate 
information and raise awareness related to rare and endangered species protection, wildlife 
protection, and environmental protection.  

5.2 Communication and Negotiation 

The average score for communication and negotiation is 3.33. A further comparison shows 
a significant difference between SUF categories (H(3) = 9.04, p-value = 0.029), defined by 
the frequency and content of the meetings. With reference to the frequency of meetings, 
landscape protected areas have a significantly lower level of co-management in comparison 
to those of national parks (U = 200.50, p-value = 0.008), nature reserves (U = 339.50, p-value 
= 0), and species and/or habitat reserves (U = 59.50, p-value = 0.038). With respect to the 
content of meetings, national parks have a significant higher level of co-management than 
species and/or habitat reserves (U = 48.50 and p-value = 0.03) and landscape protected 
areas (U = 187.50 and p-value = 0.004). The results therefore show that two-way 
communication happened more often in national parks, nature reserves, and species and/or 
habitat reserves than in landscape protected areas. In addition, it appears that more  

 

Figure 3.1 A comparison of Pluralism between four categories of SUFs (means; error bars = 
95%CI) 
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Table 3.3 Percentages of special-use forests (SUFs) having collaborations with different 
actors 

 

National 
parks 

(n=24) 

Nature 
reserves 
(n=45) 

Species 
and/or 
habitat 
reserves 
(n=8) 

Landscape 
protected 

areas 
(n=28) 

Overall of 
SUFs 

(n=105) 

Local People 100 94 88 97 96 
Private economic sector 26 19  0 19 21 
State economic sector 20 22  0  6 25 
International 
organizations 68 21 27  9 24 
Institute and University 64 25 12  9 28 
Civil organizations 40 27 12 37 32 
Military 72 37 12 50 47 
Police 80 48 12 53 54 

 

diversified communications take place in national parks, with responses ranging from one-
way forms of communication such as the delivery of government information briefs of new 
policies, to more interactive communications such as ongoing consultation of stakeholders 
to solve conflicts and making important decisions. 

While two-way and diversified forms of communication and information exchange were 
apparent among the main actors, practices are quite different from ideal-typical co-
management arrangements. Two-way communication between the government and park 
management boards is mainly comprised of PPCs announcing decrees, decisions and 
guidelines to management boards, and management boards reporting general statistics, as 
well as constraints to implementation and new activity proposals, in return. Perhaps 
indicating frustration with this ‘bilateral’ mode of working, 92% of respondents emphasized 
their desire for cooperation with other sectors in managing their areas – but emphasizing 
their orientation to the PPCs, many stated they would only do so once governmental 
guidelines had been issued. 

When communication with other stakeholders occurred managers reported that it was 
more interactive than their communication with higher levels of government. They also 
employ a variety of methods for communication with other stakeholders, including 
meetings, conferences, quarterly and monthly reports, site visits, and telephone calls. 
Almost half (46%) of the SUFs had more than 12 meetings per year, in which stakeholders 
participated in making proposals, were informed and consulted on new policies, and 
evaluated co-operation. 
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5.3 Transactive Decision-making 

Overall transactive decision-making in SUFs scored 2.66. No statistically significant 
differences were evident between the four categories of protected areas. Differences 
between categories, nevertheless, were found between the two constituting variables. The 
results show that PPCs are involved in all eight common tasks of co-management, taking a 
leading role by providing guidelines and making final decisions. This clearly demonstrates 
that they hold the decisive power in SUF co-management arrangements. 

Despite the clear dominance of PPCs in SUF decision-making, the results show that 89% 
of SUF managers would prefer further devolution to management boards, arguing that  this 
would improve the effectiveness of area management. National parks had a statistically 
significantly higher demand for devolution than landscape protected areas (U = 192, p-value 
= 0.004). The results also show a statistical difference between the categories of SUFs in 
terms of their ability to make independent decisions on solutions to operational or day to 
day management issues (H(3) = 8.59, p-value = 0.035). The results show that 36% of the 
national parks, 46% of the nature reserves and 88% of the species/habitat reserves 
commonly solve operational challenges by themselves and subsequently report their 
solutions to higher authorities. Far fewer national parks (28%) and nature reserves (23%) 
discuss solutions to operational issues with other stakeholders, including local people, 
without the participation of higher level governments. Landscape protected areas were least 
able to instigate devolved decision making processes.  

5.4 Social-learning 

The average score of 3.52 for the combined social-learning variables was high compared to 
the other co-management characteristics. Furthermore, no significant differences were 
found among the four categories of SUFs (H(3) = 2.31, p-value = 0.5).  

The results show that 72% of the respondents document experiences from management 
collaboration. However, reactions of higher authorities to the requests of management 
boards for policy modifications are relatively low. Only 30% of managers report that 
modifications on the policies are made by authorities in response to their requests. Less 
than half (43%) of the managers indicated that these more immediate authorities would 
report the issue to their superiors for advice or support, while a quarter of the mangers 
responded that their immediate authorities would guide them to provide more detail but 
would not change the policy. Only 3% asserted that authorities would not respond to them 
at all. Half of the respondents argued that requests made by management boards come in 
less than three months, with 25% stating that a response comes between 3 to 6 months, 
indicating an adequate speed of response to requests.  
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A significant difference was only detected between the four categories of SUFs with respect 
to  the evaluation of policies (H(3) = 20.02, p-value = 0). National parks and nature reserves 
had significantly lower scores than species/habitat reserves and landscape protected areas 
(see Figure. 3.3). Just less than a third of the areas (31%) gave a ‘neutral’ response when 
considering their capacity for evaluating policy. Through interviews we found that 
managers do not view policy evaluation as always being useful. Based on their experience, 
there is a lack of action following any review that finds a policy or activity as inadequate for 
SUF protection – they added that this was particularly demotivating. 

5.5 Shared Actions or Commitments 

The average score for SUFs based on these characteristics of co-management was 2.79. A 
significant difference between categories of SUFs was found (H(3) = 8.09, p-value = .044), 
which is attributed to the recognition of local people’s rights. Against this variable national 
parks scored significantly lower than landscape protected areas (U = 184, p = .004; see 
Figure. 3.4). No statistically significant differences between categories of Vietnamese SUFs 
were found with respect to the other four variables. 

 

Figure 3.2. Percentage of SUFs that experience evaluation of policy applicability to their 
site (n=101) 
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Figure 3.3. Percentage of SUFs that recognize the rights of local people to benefit from the 
areas (n=102) 

 
About 40% of respondents asserted that efficiencies were created with increasing 
collaboration, while about 33% believed there was no change. This ratio was also reflected 
in results for the question on the recognition of historical values and indigenous customs, 
where 37% of respondents agree that the government policy recognizes the values and 
customs of indigenous people while 40% do not agree with this proposition. The vast 
majority of managers (88%) indicate there is a lack of incentive-based policies to motivate 
stakeholders to collaborate with protected areas.  

The survey also found that local people were hardly involved in policy formulation around 
SUFs; if they carry out tasks, it is often in the form of manual labor. The results reveal that 
the involvement of local people often took place either through contracted tasks such as 
forest patrol and forest plantation (Figure. 3.5), or in awareness raising activities. Overall, 
however, local people have very limited rights to exploit natural resources in SUFs. The 
results show that in only 26 SUFs local people were legally engaged in harvesting non-
timber forest products such as honey, forest fruits, and bamboo shoots. In our interviews 
we found that local people were still primarily considered a threat to natural resource 
protection, rather than a collaborator in natural resource management. 
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Figure 3.4 Collaboration between SUF management boards and local people (in %; n=113) 

 

6. Discussion 

The results of this study show little diversity in co-management arrangements between the 
four categories of SUFs of Vietnam. Some varieties exist along the five dimensions of co-
management, ranging from consultative to approximately advisory levels of co-
management, as indicated in Figure. 3.5. There is, however, one notable exception. National 
parks show a much larger degree of pluralism, and therefore co-management, than the 
other three SUFs. Three reasons explain the high score for national parks. First, national 
parks are more likely to engage with international organizations, with projects on livelihood 
development, awareness raising, environmental education, capacity enhancement, and 
biodiversity research. In addition, national parks often cover a larger area than the other 
protected areas, requiring more involvement of the military, police and local people. Finally, 
research institutes and universities were more interested in doing research on wildlife and 
biodiversity in national parks than in any of the other categories. 

While also having higher scores in communication and negotiation, national parks has the 
lowest scores in shared actions or commitments. This result reveals that pluralism supports 
interactions among stakeholders, but collective actions in SUFs management are 
constrained by legal issues pertaining to cost-benefit sharing mechanisms, allocating 
harvesting and resource use rights to local and indigenous people, and economically 
incentive policies (e.g. To, Dressler et al., 2012; Sikor and Nguyen, 2007; Borrini-
Feyerabend, Pimbert et al., 2004). According to theoretical perspectives of co-management, 
such a situation of unequal power distributions among actors cause problematic 
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interactions that have a high chance of leading to conflicts, especially when local and 
indigenous people are involved. Sikor and Nguyen (2007), for example, demonstrate that 
the allocation of forest land previously under shared access regimes often undermines 
traditional institutional structures and denies access to less powerful groups. Furthermore, 
they show that the overlap of formal forestland and informal customary rights restricts 
access and leads to unequal allocation of social and economic benefits, which in turn 
undermines local livelihoods. Reflecting a prescriptive mode of management, such top 
down control of pluralism, and the relegation of local people to targets rather than partners 
in regulation (also seen in other resource sectors of Vietnam, see (Ha and Bush, 2010), 
remains problematic for state-led co-management of SUFs. 

Despite overall scoring 3.06, it is not possible to conclude that Vietnamese co-management 
arrangements in SUFs can be defined as ‘cooperative’. Although co-management in 
Vietnamese SUFs engages a diversity of actors from different levels and sectors, provincial 
government organizations (most notably PPCs) still hold most powers of decision-making 
relating to SUF management. Furthermore, despite being involved in the management of 
almost all SUF categories, local people are largely relegated to assisting state authorities in 
patrolling the forests, or as the recipients of awareness raising projects. They are far from 
equal partners in management, and remain considered a threat to conservation. Local 
people also have limited possibilities to use and profit from SUF resources. Some 
protection tasks are delegated to them, including coopting them into a wider management  

 

Figure 3.5. Average scores of co-management arrangements along five dimensions (means; 
error bars: 95% CI) 
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framework of wage labour for patrolling these areas, but rights to benefit from the areas are 
limited. And, perhaps more tellingly, property rights of natural resources in Vietnamese 
SUFs remain in the hands of the state. Supporting the findings of To et al. (2012), our 
results indicate that as long as state institutions guide the definition of resource access, that 
marginalise and in some cases undermine local resource access and use, the utility of 
collaborative management will remain limited. 

Given a closer look at the advanced dimensions of the arrangement, SUF co-management 
still demonstrates some fundamental contradictions to the essential ideal of co-
management, which emphasizes partnerships between government agencies, local 
communities and resource users, non-governmental organizations and other stakeholders, 
in order to negotiate, agree upon, guarantee and implement a fair share of management 
functions, benefits and responsibility for the management of resources (Borrini-
Feyerabend, Pimbert et al., 2004). Revisions to SUF policy, following a process of 
negotiation and/or learning through SUF co-management, has hardly occurred. Further 
attention is therefore needed to determine what potential negotiation and communication 
between SUF actors has in building mutual commitments, as well as the extent to which 
governmental actors are committed to learning from their experiences – including opening 
up opportunities for different interests and actors to be integrated in management. Further 
research should therefore focus on the extent to which the government can foster positive 
changes and adapt to changing management contexts on the ground. Making these 
processes more transparent may then contribute to upgrading SUF management in 
Vietnam. 

 

7. Conclusion: administrative co-management 

While co-management arrangements in Vietnam reflect to some extent the characteristics 
of ‘cooperative’ co-management as defined by Sen and Nielsen (1996), the essence and 
specificity of Vietnamese co-management in SUFs is not captured by this categorization. 
We suggest that SUF co-management in Vietnam is instead better characterized as 
‘administrative’; wherein the government (and especially PPCs) remains in control, and 
management tasks are only partially devolved to either management board or more local 
levels. Supporting the conclusions of other studies, local people cannot then be considered 
resource users, but rather perceived as threats to the conservation of forest resources. This 
is reiterated by the fact that the only stakeholders that are able to be involved in natural 
resources management are those that are closely linked to the state, such as the military and 
the police. 
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Vietnam and surrounding Southeast and East Asian economies have experienced significant 
changes and market oriented reforms, including the partial liberalization of environmental 
management. However, the results of this paper do not reflect this wider trend. Instead co-
management of Vietnamese SUFs do not weaken the dominant position of state power in 
the control of land and forest resources. Looking forward, is there any chance that co-
management can foster not only administrative but also democratic decentralization or 
devolution and collaboration in conservation management? Reflecting the change in the 
region’s economies, how ‘transitional’ then is administrative co-management? Much could 
be learnt through comparisons with the surrounding transitional countries, including 
Vietnam’s immediate neighbours China and Laos, focusing on the structural barriers to 
devolving power and control in SUF conservation. In addition, case-study based research 
would help elucidate the domestic conditions for creating change to more collaborative 
forms of co-management. 
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Chapter 4 

THE VIETNAMESE STATE AND ADMINISTRATIVE CO-MANAGEMENT 
OF NATURE RESERVES5 

1. Introduction 

Special-use forests (SUFs) are natural protected areas established to conserve the nature 
and biodiversity of Vietnam. Although the number of SUFs in Vietnam has increased over 
the years, biodiversity and forest density continues to decline(To Xuan Phuc, 2009, UNDP 
and Government of Vietnam and GEF, 2010). The Special-Use Forest system of protected 
area management has been implemented in accordance with ideas of wilderness areas and 
no-use regimes (Hong and Cach, 2007; Larsen, 2008; To Xuan Phuc, 2009) and strongly 
relies on the capacity of state agencies, forest rangers, the military, and police. The state-
based preservation of natural resources and biodiversity in SUF areas has been variously 
evaluated as deficient in a number of areas, including managing conflict between multiple 
user groups (Rugendyke and Son, 2005; Sikor and Nguyen, 2007; Larsen, 2008; To Xuan 
Phuc, 2009). To overcome these deficiencies, Vietnam has piloted co-management 
approaches in many SUFs since 2001, and as of 2003 included co-management in its official 
national strategy for SUF management (Sandbrook, Trong et al., 2010; Swan 2010).  

Unlike other countries in Southeast Asia (e.g. (e.g. Evans, Cherrett et al., 2011; Ratner, Oh 
et al., 2012), direct collective action and self-representation outside mass-organization 
groups or people’s committees is not politically feasible in Vietnam(e.g. Sikor and Nguyen, 
2007; Coe, 2012). So, while numerous actors are involved in co-managing SUFs in Vietnam, 
the state administration hold most allocative decision-making power relating to SUF 
management and constrains the capacity of management boards to fulfil their mandated 
functions of conservation, research, and coordinating the maintenance of ecosystem 
services. As argued by KimDung et al. (KimDung, Bush et al., 2013), Vietnamese 
implementation of co-management in SUFs is, therefore, best defined as “administrative”; 
reflecting the stronger role of the central state, and their collaboration with government-
sponsored agencies that “represent” communities and facilitate their involvement. 
However, the state is far from monolithic in this administrative role. As outlined by Ratner 
et al. (Ratner, Oh et al. 2012), state actors are internally differentiated, and enable to 

                                                 

5 This chapter has been published as KimDung, N., Bush, S., & Mol, A.P.J. (2016). The Vietnamese State and 
Administrative Co-management of Nature Reserves. Sustainability, 8, 292. 
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constrain one another in a variety of ways, which ultimately affects how the state performs 
cooperative forms of natural resource management. 

This paper explores how, in spite of the constraints presented by an administrative form of 
co-management, state entities such as SUF management boards attempt to fulfil their 
mandate and collaborate with local communities. Based on in-depth case-study research we 
explore the internal dynamics within the Vietnamese SUF system, examining how the 
relative role and influence of vertically-related state agencies connect to the management 
boards of Special-Use Forests and horizontal networks of non-state actors in the 
development of collaborative SUF management. Building on Ratner et al. (Ratner, Oh et 
al., 2012), we adopt a critical institutional perspective to co-management, thereby extending 
the existing co-management literature in Vietnam and beyond, to focus on the internal 
dynamics of state interaction, the effect on community cooperation, and the impact on 
natural resource management. 

The following section introduces our critical institutional perspective used to analyze our 
case studies and reflects on the role of state and non-state actors in administrative forms of 
co-management. We then present the results of the national SUFs survey before presenting 
the four case studies. The national survey serves as an exploration of the strategic 
interactions within the Vietnamese SUF governance system, while the four case studies help 
diagnose how different co-management arrangements perform (comparatively) when 
confronted with similar environmental challenges (see Schlager and Ostrom, 1992). 
Sections Four and Five then analyze the role of different state actors in implementing 
administrative management arrangements and the extent to which they facilitate 
collaborative decision-making processes in SUFs in terms of the capabilities and 
responsibilities of governmental organizations.  

 

2. A critical Institutional Perspective of Co-Management 

Co-management is fundamentally about the multiple linkages, power relations, and social 
relationships between actors that enable problem solving (linking to wider notions of 
adaptive learning and flexible decision-making) for natural resource management (Plummer 
and FitzGibbon, 2004a; Armitage, Berkes et al., 2010; Ostrom and Cox, 2010). This 
distinguishes co-management from state centric forms of resource management by 
emphasizing the interdependencies between public and private actors at different levels and 
scales, and the degree of cooperation in practical real-life arrangements to solve these 
problems (Adger, Brown et al., 2005; Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Berkes, 2010; Marín and 
Berkes, 2010; Ratner, Oh et al., 2012). Given the complexity of these interdependencies, 
co-management is increasingly conceptualized as a “governance network” with varying 
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interactions among the state, communities, NGOs, international organizations, and other 
public and private interests(Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Finkbeiner and Basurto, 2015). The 
notion of a network implies a degree of decentralization and democratization in problem 
solving – more so, it is thought, than uni-dimensional co-management typologies (e.g. Sen 
and Nielsen, 1996; Plummer 2009). However, returning to KimDung et al. (KimDung, 
Bush et al., 2013), when these co-management networks are controlled by a centralized 
state questions emerge about the extent to which effective problem solving can be 
achieved.  

In addressing such questions, social science research on co-management has shifted from 
more proximate issues related to establishing co-management, including capacity-building 
and regulatory change, to what Ratner et al. (Ratner, Oh et al., 2012) have labeled a second 
generation of questions focused on the conditions and politics that facilitate the formation 
of co-management arrangements. In response to a growing critical literature related to co-
management in Southeast Asia (Pomeroy and Rivera-Guieb, 2006; Pomeroy, Nguyen et al., 
2009; Oh 2010). Ratner et al. (Ratner, Oh et al., 2012) argue that questions related to the 
institutional design of co-management need to focus on politics and changing power 
relations, resource competition across sectors and scales, the capacity of institutions to 
promote adaptive learning and reconcile multiple values and goals. Taking these questions 
into account we are able to focus specifically on what Vatn (2005) refers to as the 
“normative” aspects of natural resource institutions, including the political and social 
context within which co-management is constructed. 

We build on Ratner et al. “second generation” perspective by introducing what we call a 
critical institutional perspective to co-management. By applying this critical approach we 
analyze how administrative co-management is constructed as well as how its deficiencies 
might be overcome. We do this by looking at administrative co-management as a 
networked form of co-management, and in doing so analyze the type of collaboration 
between multiple public and private organizations and the central state. From this critical 
perspective we see co-management networks as constructed (and contested) through 
processes of competition and learning, and embody divergent interests, values, and goals of 
their constituent public and private actors. The type of collaboration between these actors 
is then determined by the relative power and allocative authority of each actor, which 
regulates strategic interactions between actors, the distribution of resources, and the degree 
of deliberation over (conservation) rules (Sandstrӧm and Rova, 2010). By focusing on the 
purpose, interests, and resources of actors, and their effect on the actions, performance, 
and collaboration, we can critically analyze how co-management networks form. 
Consequently, we can also observe and analyze how they create inter-dependencies 
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between actors that represent the power relations that underlie administrative co-
management embedded within the political and social context of Vietnam. 

In developing a network approach for understanding the norms, rules and relationships 
that make up co-management arrangements we adopt a sociological understanding of 
institutions—in contrast with the bounded rationality of, for example, Ostrom’s 
Institutional Analysis and Development Framework (Ostrom, 2009). In doing so, based on 
Plummer and FitzGibbon (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2006) and others (Hahn, Olsson et 
al., 2006; Armitage, Plummer et al., 2009; Armitage, Berkes et al., 2011; Marín, Gelcich et 
al., 2012), we define constituent sets of vertical and horizontal linkages in co-management 
networks that identify linked but separate sets of actors and institutions, how and where 
these intersect, and what effect they have on the distribution of control and distribution of 
resources. 

Vertical linkages relate to relationships between (more) central state agencies and authorities 
and place-based natural resource users/managers. Such linkages are vertical in that they 
refer to more directive modes of policy and control – reflecting the one party, centrally-
planned political system of Vietnam, but also natural resource and conservation regimes in 
other countries in Southeast Asia and beyond (Cinner, Daw et al., 2012, Ribot and Larson, 
2013). Authority in these vertical linkages is most directly related to state policy and 
legislation, supported by judicial enforcement (Wallace, 2009; Clement, 2010). The often 
cited challenge for the state actors (departments and agencies) involved in this vertical 
dimension is to establish systems of control that are able to adapt to the deficiencies of 
state bureaucracy while maintaining the capacity to co-condition and “steer” on-site co-
management strategies and outcomes (Berkes, 2009; Clement, 2010; Ratner, Oh et al., 
2012). Drawing on the wider co-management literature (Sen and Nielsen 1996), these 
vertical linkages structure the capability of resource users to contribute to the formulation 
of rules and management arrangements. 

Horizontal linkages refer to the collaboration and interactions of different – state, non-state 
and hybrid – actors at the site of natural resource management. They differ to vertical 
linkages in that the actors involved are not steered directly by the central state, but instead 
seek varying kinds of partnerships with actors with similar norms, levels of civic 
engagement and rule setting capabilities (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2006; Marín, Gelcich et 
al.; 2012). Membership to these horizontal networks is also (more) voluntary and decisions 
are commonly regarded as (more) deliberative than vertical linkages steered by the state, 
and are (better) able to deal with locally specific conflicts (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2006; 
Olsson, Folke et al., 2007). Horizontal interactions expose the ways in which “second 
generation” co-management functions – moving beyond a single sector. At the center of 
these two networks is often a formalized management organization that coordinates the 
actors involved and provides an institutional bridge between state law and community-level 
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rules over resource access and use (Hahn, Olsson et al., 2006; Olsson, Folke et al., 2007). In 
the centralized SUF system of Vietnam this is the so called “management board”. 

Co-management networks, made up these two separate but interrelated parts, therefore, 
help to identify sites within which we can understand the relational dynamics of resource 
control that often occur far from, but still subject to state power (Clement, 2010). In the 
case of the Vietnamese SUF system, the form and function of co-management remains 
contested, with different expectations and goals of actors within both vertical and 
horizontal networks. However, despite this contestation, administrative control remains 
with the state, and operationalized through SUF management boards. The tensions 
between horizontal and vertical networks is then central to understanding: (1) how 
decentralized and devolved responsibilities to lower levels of government (commune, 
district, provincial) are put in place; and (2) the extent to which horizontal actors are 
included in decision making, including their interdependencies and interactions with SUF 
management boards. 

 

3. Methodology 

In order to understand strategic interactions of actors in vertical and horizontal networks a 
two-tiered methodology was adopted for this research. The first tier is at the national level 
to observe patterns of SUF co-management across at the national level. The second tier 
focuses on contrasting case studies, designed to draw out diverse local contexts and 
conditions while allowing for comparison (Yin, 2013). We divide the research into these 
two tiers in order to draw out patterns which can be generalized by reflecting on their 
relevance and similarity to the theoretically abstracted notions of co-management networks. 

Primary data was collected from four rounds field research. First, a nation-wide survey on 
the role and collaboration of management boards of 113 of the 161 Vietnamese SUFs (see 
KimDung, Bush et al., 2013). A subset of data were used for our analysis, focused on 
constraints, and expectations of SUF management to fulfil a cooperative function in their 
management of SUFs. Second, in-depth interviews were completed with 22 randomly-
selected SUF management board members to clarify how management boards cooperate 
with other state actors. Third, after reflecting on the national survey data, in–depth case 
study analysis was conducted in four SUFs, represent different categories of SUF: Nui 
Chua national park (Ninh Thuan province), Khau Ca species and habitat reserve (Ha Giang 
province), Cu Lao Cham landscape protected area (Quang Nam province), and Xuan Thuy 
national park (Nam Dinh province). Data for these cases was collected through interviews 
with the Provincial People’s Committees (PPCs), District People’s Committees (DPCs), 
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Commune People Committees (CPCs), international non-government organizations 
(NGOs), and local resource users. Fourth, secondary data was collected from national and 
local governmental documents to supplement empirical field results.  

 

4. SUFs Administrative Co-Management Arrangements 

4.1 Emergence of Co-Management in Vietnam 

From 1962 to 1986, forest conservation in Vietnam was based on a system of “prohibited 
forests”, comprised of 87 areas classified as national parks, nature reserves, and cultural, 
historical, and environmental areas (Vu Van Dung, 2002). As part of the wider political-
economic reforms (Doi moi) at the end of 1986, the Vietnam’s Ministry of Forestry decreed 
the reclassification of these lands into “special-use forests”, defined as national forests 
established to protect and conserve forest habitats, flora and fauna genes, landscapes, and 
cultural and historic values, and to facilitate scientific research and education (Vietnam 
Government, 1986). After a further round of reforms in 2010, 161 SUFs were established 
(covering 2,198,744 ha), classified as national parks (30), nature reserves (55), species and 
habitat reserves (11), and landscape protected areas (45), and experimental research forests 
(20) (which are excluded in our research due not to exist in the classification of the Vietnam 
Biodiversity Law – see KimDung, Bush et al., 2013 for further detail). According to Sam 
and Trung (2001), government policy have shifted the sector from being reliant on central 
planning and subsidies to engaging multiple non-state actors (Sam and Trung, 2001) and 
covering a diverse range of issues such as investment, research, protection, enrichment, and 
management. More recent attention has been given to policies encouraging grass-roots 
participation in the highly contentious processes of land and concession allocation(Tan, 
Chinh et al., 2008). 

The term “special use” was a deliberate attempt to distinguish tenure arrangements based 
on varying access arrangements to state owned land. More specifically, “special use” 
distinguishes these areas from protected forest, largely used in watershed protection, and 
household level production arrangements under either “red book” 50 year transferrable 
leases or “green book” 20 year leases with specified conservation easements (see Sikor, 
2001; Jong, Do et al., 2006). The specification of clear tenure arrangements in and around 
SUFs remains an important issue given that 80% are estimated to be inhabited (PARC 
Project, 2006, Cuong, Dung et al., 2009), and 30% have to deal with historical conflicts 
over land rights (Nguyen Hai Van, 2014). Benefit-sharing mechanisms have been put in 
place to mitigate the effects of acute conflicts, such as encroachment in poorly defined 
buffer zone areas (e.g. PARC Project, 2006; McElwee, 2010). Overall, however, SUFs are 
governed as state property aimed at maintaining ecosystem functions, biodiversity, 
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historical, and cultural landscapes, and resources for scientific research (Vietnam 
Government, 2010; Government, 2013; Vietnam Government, 2014). 

To engage local stakeholders in and around SUFs the Vietnamese government shifted to 
their own form of “collaborative approaches” under the premise of protected area 
management and improve the protection of forest habitat and biodiversity (Boissìere, Sheil 
et al., 2009). This shift towards co-management within SUFs was formalized by the 2003 
Management Strategy for Protected Area System and the 2004 Land Law set legal rights 
and responsibilities of local resource user involvement, and subsequently strengthened by 
the governments obligations under the Convention on Biological Diversity Program of 
Work on Protected Areas (IUCN, 2006), a number of foreign-funded pilot SUF co-
management projects (Andrew and Quan, 2007; Sandbrook, Trong et al., 2010), and 
reforms to the policies related to state management and local authority capacity (Vietnam 
Government, 2003). Vietnamese collaborative management has, therefore, emerged as an 
administratively decentralized but centrally-controlled form of management, rather than 
based on collection action. 

4.2 Vertical Collaboration 

The overall responsibility for SUFs lies with MARD, who regulates almost all aspects of 
SUF management at both national and local levels (through Decree 117/2010/ND-CP). 
MARD plays a direct role in the administration of six national parks of special importance 
or inter-provincial transboundary parks. Within MARD, the Forest Protection Department 
(FPD) plays a key role in monitoring and managing the SUF network (Government of 
Vietnam 2003, PARC Project, 2006). The management of other protected areas is shared 
between MARD, who takes administrative control, and more specialist Ministries related to 
the resource at hand. For example, wetland conservation and protection and land use 
management is in partnership with the Ministry of Natural Resource and Environment 
(MONRE), and marine conservation (also incorporated into the SUF system) is shared with 
MARD (PARC Project, 2006). 

Implementation and administration of the SUFs comes under the direct responsibility of 
the People’s Committee at both provincial and district levels. The Provincial People’s 
Committees (PPCs) either take direct control or delegates to the provincial or district 
Departments of Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD), depending on the scale and 
complexity of the management task (Vietnam Government, 2001). In the case of national 
parks, which have a higher status than the other SUFs, management boards responsible for 
day-to-day operations report directly to PPCs (Swan, 2010). These management boards are 
made up of officials appointed by the provincial DARDs (ICEM, 2003). Where 
management boards have not been established, the line of responsibility is less systematic; 
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with a variety of government departments responsible for operational decisions, such as the 
District FPDs, Provincial Departments of Agriculture and Rural Development, or 
Provincial Departments of Culture, Sport, and Tourism. 

The state has the legal responsibility to provide management boards with the necessary 
institutional conditions to fulfill three key functions (Vietnam Government, 2010). First, 
they have to protect, conserve, and develop the natural value of forests, conserve bio- and 
genetic diversity, and preserve historical and cultural landscape values. Second, they have to 
coordinate scientific research, and third, provide environmental services relating to the 
SUFs, such as ecotourism, services of land protection, water provision, carbon absorption 
and storage, greenhouse gas emission reduction. However, the effectiveness of SUFs to 
fulfil these functions, set out by the administrative branch of the government, is strongly 
dependent on their relationship with the political branch, represented by the PPCs and 
CPCs. This central importance of PPCs was clearly perceived by the management boards 
interviewed. SUF managers emphasized the power and authority of PPC within a provincial 
boundary and prioritize stronger collaboration with them (Figure 4.1). The majority of 
managers also want improved collaboration with CPCs, which engage local people through 
civil organizations, such as Women Union and Youth Union. In doing so they hope to 
offer alternative livelihood strategies to local people involved in nature conservation 
projects. However, CPCs are also not assigned any state budget for nature conservation, 
nor for collaboration with SUF management boards. This places management boards in a 
precarious position; on the one hand seeking permissions and resources from the more 
powerful PPCs (also see in PARC Project, 2004) while channeling these funds to CPCs in 
the form of livelihood improvement and awareness raising projects.  

 
Figure 4.1. Priority of SUF management boards in furthering governmental cooperation (n 

= 112). 
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4.3 Horizontal Collaboration 

With their limited resources SUF management boards are strongly dependent on a range of 
horizontal collaborations with groups outside the immediate government hierarchy within 
which SUFs are located. These include the military and police, international organizations, 
universities/institutes, companies, and local communities. Over time these groups have 
become centrally important to fulfil the legislated requirements of conservation, conducting 
research, and coordinating ecosystem services.  

Conservation is interpreted by most management boards interviewed in terms of patrolling 
and policing of land encroachment, illegal forestry, and wildlife poaching. Two key public 
partners who provide enforcement capacity in support of the forest rangers in protected 
areas and buffer zones are the police and military. However, despite the perceived 
importance of this collaboration, the services of both the police and military are gradually 
becoming formalized and monetized and, albeit indirectly, controlled by the PPC through 
their budget oversight (Table 4.1). Budgets for planned cooperation, such as petrol for 
patrolling marine and land areas, are in place, unscheduled support to rangers in patrolling 
the area are not budgeted. As a consequence, collaboration is limited to monitoring past 
violations rather than proactive policing and enforcement. 

Table 4.1. Current and priority for future horizontal collaboration of SUF management 
boards. 

No. Actors in horizontal networks Current collaboration  
(n = 113) 

Priority for further future 
collaboration (n = 113) 

1 Local people 96%  71% 
2 International organizations 34%  11% 
3 Research and education institutes 28%  8% 
4 Police 54%  4% 
5 Military 47%  1% 
6 Civil organizations 32%  1% 
7 Private companies 21%  1% 
8 State-owner companies 15%  1% 

 

Research coordination is conducted in collaboration with more than 23 international 
organizations working SUF management boards across a range of broadly related activities 
such as awareness raising, capacity building, environmental education, and nature 
conservation research. International organizations such as IUCN and WWF focus 
collaboration on national parks and nature reserves. However, 66% (n = 113; Table 4.1) of 
the SUFs reported that they had no international cooperation, and few management boards 
(11%; n = 113) give high priority to more international collaboration. If they do give 
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priority it is especially to overcome budget and staff capacity constraints in implementing 
nature conservation and research. Similarly, management boards also wish to strengthen 
collaboration with domestic scientific institutes in order to apply for national and 
international research funding. 

Around one third of the management boards surveyed engage with businesses, often in 
relation to eco-tourism. It is unclear rules for benefit sharing, responsibilities and 
commitments also lead to conflict, and management boards are not eager to extend these 
collaborations (Table 4.1). Many management boards complain that tourist activities 
threaten SUFs through environmental pollution, forest fires, and road and resort 
constructions. Companies often refuse to pay for the environmental services they profit 
from and hardly contribute financially to SUF management, creating tensions between 
management boards and tourist enterprises. The tourist enterprises usually have close 
relations with PPCs and obtain PPC licenses for tourist business, making it extremely 
difficult for management boards to refuse ecotourism activities in their SUFs.  

Community partnerships have been strongly influenced by the continued perception that 
communities surrounding SUFs are unlikely to be effective conservation partners. Nearly 
three quarters of SUFs managers held this position. The dominant partnership with 
communities is through direct employment as forest patrols (83% of SUFs, n = 113) and in 
wider information dissemination activities (62% of SUFs). Slightly less than one quarter of 
all SUFs develop partnerships or provide support for harvesting non-timber forest 
products (23% of SUFs) (see also Corbett 2008), largely because of central government 
control over access to key natural resources. Instead, livelihood activities that focus on 
“resource substitution” are more common, such as providing loans for livestock to 
protected areas-affected populations and livelihood allocation.  

For all three key functions that management boards have to fulfil it is ultimately the PPCs 
that manage their staff allocation, decide their operational budgets and hand out licenses for 
NGO and private sector collaboration (Figure 4.2). Although some input comes from the 
Department of Planning and Investment (DOPI) and the Department of Finance (DOF), 
the horizontal collaborations outlined above strongly influence their management 
effectiveness, as well as their capacity to develop co-management arrangements with local 
resource users. The only alternative funding available is through the centrally government’s 
Program 661, a fund providing (albeit very low levels of) compensation to people whose 
have been heavily affected by exclusion from SUFs (Sikor and Nguyen, 2007; Larsen, 2008; 
Clement, 2010). According to one SUF manager interviews, that this leaves very few 
resources to establish meaningful co-management relationships with these communities. 
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Figure 4.2. SUF management board in administrative co-management networks.  
Note: directive relations indicate authority of one actor over another. Collaborative relations involve 

communications and negotiations to gain co-operation. 
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5. Four Cases of Administrative Co-Management Arrangements  

SUF management boards are assigned ambitious functions and tasks, but have limited 
authority and resources, and are confronted with severe pressure on natural resources. This 
constitutes a major challenge for co-management of SUFs. In this section, four cases are 
analyzed to better understand how collaborations between management boards and vertical 
and horizontally related actors influence their capacity to fulfil their mandated management 
functions. 

5.1. Cu Lao Cham Landscape Protected Area 

The Cu Lao Cham marine protected area (MPA) is considered a highly collaborative case of 
SUF management in Vietnam. The park was established in 2006 and recognized as a World 
Biosphere Reserve in 2009 based on its distinguished values of forest, marine biodiversity, 
history and culture. The Cu Lao Cham management board falls directly under Quang Nam 
DARD and is responsible for protecting marine biodiversity, sustainable use of marine 
ecosystems, and preserving historic-cultural values (in support of the nearby UNESCO city 
of Hoi An). The MPA is divided into a protection zone and an ecological rehabilitation 
zone both designed for conservation, and a controlled development zone designed to allow 
income generating activities, such as ecotourism and fishing. 

The Cu Lao Cham MPA was established in 2000 as part of a donor funded nationwide 
marine protected area network. MARD (previously the Ministry of Fisheries) was given 
responsibility to support the MPAs, while the Ministry of Planning and Investment 
(MOPI), in collaboration with international organizations such as IUCN and WWF, 
participated in designing the parks management system. The Global Environmental Facility 
and UNESCO sponsored also funded conservation and tourism planning with local 
authorities and communities. 

Despite the wide network of actors involved in the establishment of the MPA, the Quang 
Nam PPC maintains authority over all planning and regulation; although regulations 
relating to local communities requires consultation with local government before being 
approved by the PPC. The PPC’s executive departments (e.g. DARD, DOST, DONRE, 
and DOCST) cooperate with the management board to implement activities, while the 
police and military patrol violations. Both the DPC and CPC participate in the design and 
implementation of community relations the management board puts in place. The Hoi An 
Town People’s Committee (equivalent to a DPC) has supported livelihood programs, and 
provided budget for solid waste systems and species protection, while the CPC has been 
active in organizing community level conservation activities. 

Community engagement has been firmly state-led, through consultations by the 
management board around zoning, planning and alternative livelihood activities in the 
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MPA. According to the park managers, many local groups have also supported the SUF 
management board and have actively joined patrols by forest rangers and the military. 
However, it appears there have been trade-offs to this involvement, with concessions 
granted for modified, less-exploitative livelihood activities within the park. The board has 
also worked with scientific institutions and enterprises to offer training courses on nature 
conservation, as well as skills related to the emerging tourist business, such as English 
language and business development courses. 

Perhaps the most importantly the park has shifted its funding away from a dependency on 
Danish assistance (lasting from 2006 to 2010) to income generation from tourist fees, 
service incomes and taxes on joint ventures. All of the funds generated support the Cu Lao 
Cham management board, two military posts and the Tan Hiep CPC. This means that 
despite the ongoing control by the PPC the management board has established enough 
financial independence to allow it to fulfil its statutory functions and actively involve local 
communities into a well-functioning administrative co-management system. 

5.2. Khau Ca Species and Habitat Reserve 

Khau Ca Species and Habitat Reserve was established in August 2008 by the Ha Giang 
PPC to protect the critically-endangered Tonkin snub-nosed monkey (Rhinopithecus 
avunculus), one of the 25 most endangered primates in the world. The decision led to the 
establishment of the Khau Ca management board by the Provincial Forest Protection 
Department (PFPD), but because no budget was allocated to the reserve, the board sought 
funding from domestic and international sponsors. Their success is seen in the reserve’s 
current support base, including Fauna and Flora International (FFI), the San Diego Zoo 
(USA), the Denver Zoo (USA), and the University of Colorado (Boulder, USA). Both the 
zoos and FFI provide scientific support; building on FFI’s initial discovery of the snub-
nosed monkey in 2002. In addition, PanNature, a Vietnamese NGO, cooperates with Khau 
Ca to implement educational programs on monkey conservation in local schools. 

Despite the financial independence of Khau Ca, the Ha Giang PPC remains the most 
influential actor in overall management and is directly involved in facilitating international 
collaboration for the reserve management board. This is seen as a major advantage to 
management board staff given the burden of finding and managing these relationships. 
Since the PPC took direct financial control of international collaboration the provincial 
Financial Department (one of the executive bodies that falls under the PPC) was excluded 
from operations at the behest of the management board, believing it would make financial 
management more complicated. To reduce costs the board streamlined the reserve 
organization by employing only four staff, including a leader of the PFPD; a move which 
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was welcomed by managers given this body is responsible for mobilizing forest rangers 
from district forest protection units. 

The board has not established a close relationship with the DPC because it found it more 
convenient to work directly with CPCs (with permission from the PPC). Both the DPC and 
CPC have no budget for nature conservation, but the CPCs are more supportive of 
activities that directly engage local people. The CPCs provide a platform for conflict 
resolution and are supportive of alternative livelihood activities. The three surrounding 
CPCs also nominate ten local people to patrol the forest, provide research support by 
monitoring the Tonkin snub-nosed monkey, and disseminate information about species 
conservation in partnership with the Youth Union and Women Union. These rangers in 
turn report violations to the board, who seek juridical support from the commune police 
and forestry unit.  

In this case, greater collaboration with the CPCs is welcomed, but continues to be limited 
by the financial control the PPC maintains over the reserve. The central position of the 
board is supported by their success in attracting funding. But these funds and, hence, the 
activities of the board, remain under the control of the PPC to a large extent. Co-
management remains administrative in nature, due to control over funding, but the 
management board has been able to negotiate more direct relations with local communities 
through their collaboration with international organizations. 

5.3. Nui Chua National Park 

Nui Chua National Park, comprised of an inland area of 22,513 ha and a marine area of 
7532 ha, was established in July 2003. Ninh Thuan PPC has devolved administration of the 
park to the local DARD, which approves all activities and collaborations in the park. 

The park is strongly divided on ethnic lines, with the minority Raglay people heavily 
dependent on the collection of firewood, medicinal plants, and forest fruits, as well as 
charcoal production and logging (Nui Chua national park 2008). They also (illegally) 
practice swidden agriculture on the steep sloping areas within the park. The desire of the 
government to reduce these forest-based practices, coupled with the attention Ninh Thuan 
receives as one of the poorest provinces in the country, has led to a number of programs 
on “hunger eradication” and poverty alleviation focused mainly on the Raglay. 

A number of international organizations support nature conservation in the park. WWF 
runs coral reef and sea turtle conservation projects as part of the same Danish project that 
supported the Cu Lao Cham MPA. In addition, the Vietnam Conservation Fund (VCF), 
with funding from GEF-TFF-EU, supports research on biodiversity. With funding from 
Program 661 VCF has developed community forest protection with two Raglay villages in 
the park buffer zone paid to undertake forest patrols, and two other communities have 
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been paid for sea turtle conservation and coral reef protection, with additional support 
going to their children to study at Hoa Sua School of Tourism.  

The conservation payment model has meant that the control of the Ninh Thuan PPC over 
nature conservation has been diminished. However, the PPC continues to control all other 
activities around the park, leaving what might be called a “sectoral divide” within the park. 
For example, while the PPC is solely responsible for road construction and tourist 
development, it does so without the participation of those involved in nature conservation, 
including the management board and the Ninh Hai DPC and CPC. The result has been 
poor coordination with communities, ongoing land encroachment, and conflicts over 
benefits and responsibilities between the management board, CPCs, and tourist enterprises. 

The Nui Chua management board sees the value of collaborating with the DPC and CPC. 
However, due to the central position of the PPC, the DPC’s involvement has been limited 
to minor projects, such as organizing clean-ups of hatching sites of turtles involving the 
Youth Union, military, and other district-level executive agencies. Collaboration with the 
CPC has been more successful, with the implementation of alternative livelihood projects 
and participatory models for turtle conservation, coral reef protection, and forest 
protection. However, in practice, the management board has developed all the plans leaving 
the CPC to only assist in implementation. 

Despite the strong vertical oversight of the park by DARD, the Nui Chua management 
board has been proactive in searching for funds and widening its horizontal relations. 
However, these relations, especially with the CPC and international organizations, is 
fragmented and where they are in place have only led to short-term interventions. 
Furthermore, the finalization of Program 661 in 2010 ended conservation payments for 
forest protection. As such, no long term co-management model has been established and 
the management board remains dependent on the PPC, while still regarding Raglay people 
as an ongoing threat to, rather than a partner for, conservation. 

5.4. Xuan Thuy National Park 

Xuan Thuy national park was established in January 2003 and is administered by the Nam 
Dinh DARD (PPC, 2006). In 1988, 15 years prior its establishment, the park became the 
first Ramsar site of Vietnam, and in October 2004 it was also acknowledged as the core 
zone of the Red River Delta Biosphere Reserve by UNESCO (Hong and Cach, 2007).  

The area is also long-time site of harvesting two clams, Meretrix lusoria and Meretrix lyrata, by 
local communities. As a Ramsar wetland, these harvesting activities were banned in the core 
area of the park, but a lucrative market for these species led to illegal exploitation. In 2005, 
communities protested the illegality of their harvesting activities and the Xuan Thuy 
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management board asked for a new resource exploitation plan from the PPC. The PPC 
considered the case as beyond its authority and advised the management board to bring the 
issue to the Ministerial level. Two representatives of MARD, one from the Department of 
Policy and one from the Forestry Protection Department (FPD), visited the site to see the 
problems first hand, and subsequently asked the management board and PPC to prepare a 
proposal for conflict resolution. The result was the formulation of a pilot project on the 
“wise uses of Meretrix lusoria and Meretrix lyrata in core zone of Xuan Thuy National Park”. 

The project centered on improved collaboration between the management board with the 
DPC and CPC. Through the project, the Nam Dinh PPC delegated its authority to Giao 
Thuy DPC to establish a management board for clam exploitation in Red River delta within 
Xuan Thuy, with representatives from the Giao Thuy DPC; Xuan Thuy management 
board; executive District departments; local CPCs; military; police; Giao Thuy District 
Station of Fishery Inspection; and the Forest Protection Division of Xuan Thuy. The Giao 
Thuy DPC ordered district agencies under its administration to collaborate with the Xuan 
Thuy management board to plan conservation and management activities. In addition, the 
plan placed emphasis on local representation, with organized groups of clam pickers also 
sitting on the management board. 

The plan stipulated that the Nam Dinh PPC is responsible for issuing regulation and 
monitoring project implementation. The DPC is in charge of ensuring proper project 
implementation on-site, in accordance with the provincial regulations and assist CPCs in 
planning, land allocation, monitoring, enforcement, and conflict resolution in the 
designated exploitation zones. Clam pickers are able to buy exclusive harvesting rights 
through an auction system and are required to implement self-monitoring and enforcement. 
A meeting of the board with the provincial departments, and Chairmen of DPC and CPCs 
review and revise harvesting agreements, while at the local level monthly meetings are held 
between the board and the buffer zone CPCs to exchange information and experiences on 
management and local livelihood development.  

An important, and perhaps unique feature of Xuan Thuy is the role that MARD plays in 
granting the PPC and management board permission to pilot co-management of 
sustainable resource use. However, the case is not a complete break from normal practice, 
as the PPC maintains decision-making control relating to park management. The key 
difference is that the management board maintains the authority to communicate with 
MARD and the DPC, and the Nam Dinh PPC is required to contribute 15% of revenues 
raised from clam harvesting directly to the management board and marine conservation 
activities (Hong and Cach, 2007), while 70% of taxes from clam cultivation licenses are 
transferred to the DPC budget. The system has been effective in resolving conflicts 
between communities in the park and nature conservation goals (Hong and Cach, 2007). 
These communities have also taken up a direct self-enforcement role, replacing state forest 
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rangers, as they benefit financially from monitoring natural resource exploitation, engaging 
in nature conservation clubs, and building relations with the management board. 

 

6. Comparative Analysis and Discussion 

The results illustrate a range of networked relations, in both vertical and horizontal 
dimensions that constitute co-management in Vietnamese SUFs. These linkages highlight a 
diversity of local contexts and conditions that influence the make-up of these co-
management arrangements, as well as the degree to which locally-embedded actors are able 
to engage and draw upon the resources and influence of national and international actors 
and organizations (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2006). Reflecting the work of Ratner et al. 
(Ratner, Oh et al., 2012), our analysis also highlights the need for a more critical 
institutional perspective to co-management which can not only identify these networked 
relations, but also focus on the internal dynamics of state interaction and how they affect 
the capability of communities to engage in cooperative forms of conservation in state run 
SUFs. We now turn to a comparison of the four SUF cases and draw what they show us in 
terms of dealing with and potentially overcoming the predominant “administrative” mode 
of SUF co-management in Vietnam. 

Our first overall observation is that SUF management in Vietnam has not yet fully shifted 
from a (centralized) state-based model of management to an effective form of co-
management at the site level. As we argue elsewhere, co-management remains 
administrative rather than participative in nature (KimDung, Bush et al., 2013). Although a 
diversity of actors are present their contribution to day-to-day management is limited 
because of an unequal division of political and fiscal control by the PPCs. Despite the 
promise of co-management in SUFs, management boards rely heavily on the allocative 
power of vertically “higher” actors (Sandstrӧm and Rova, 2010) to organize and 
operationalize horizontal relations. Under these conditions, links to “horizontally” 
positioned actors are often stifled because on-site practices have not yet integrated 
participative mechanisms for sharing responsibilities, resource exploitation, and benefit-
sharing. 

Despite all four case studies being explicitly labelled as “co-management”, we also observe 
clear differences in terms of how SUF management boards have countered the 
administrative control of PPCs (summaries in Table 4.2). Cu Lao Cham shows how the 
management board has managed to establish a degree of financial independence to the PPC 
which has allowed them to establish collaborative links with local communities through the 
CPC. This contrasts markedly to the management board in Khau Ca who, despite attracting 
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considerable external funding, have not been able to establish an adequate level of 
administrative independence from the PPC, which has, in turn, limited the capacity of the 
board to establish meaningful community collaboration. In Nui Chua, the dependence on 
external partners rather than the PPC for funding conservation payments to marginalized 
communities has put the management board at risk of not being able to continue their 
engagement with local communities. Finally, in Xuan Thuy, the stronger vertical support by 
the MARD, in the context of national legislation related to Ramsar, has allowed the 
management board to largely bypass the control of the PPC in relation to their 
management activities. 

All four cases demonstrate that the limitations of “administrative” co-management can be 
overcome by diverting power and control away from the PPCs. The PPCs control decision-
making and hold key financial resources and determine (in large part) the participation of 
other executive bodies. Any attempt to engage local communities by management boards 
are, therefore, strongly dependent on the coordinating, authoritative, and financial capacity 
of a PPC. If a PPC holds nature conservation as a priority, and is willing to devolve power 
to others in the co-management network, they enable a participative, problem-solving form 
of co-management (see Table 4.2). However, if the PPC does not prioritize conservation, 
or community engagement, their central role and power can block the involvement of other 
(vertical and horizontal) actors and undermining the resolution of common interests, 
benefit-sharing and joint decision-making. Reflecting the challenges of “second generation” 
co-management (Ratner, Oh et al., 2012), it is these institutional dimensions of co-
management that play a fundamental role in shaping the distribution of benefits and risks 
to those involved in SUF management. 

If the management boards can generate incomes for nature conservation and their own 
operation, they can become less dependent on PPCs. However, as illustrated in all four 
cases, any control levered back by management boards through alternative funding will 
remain partial given the control that PPCs exercise over land at the local level (Clement and 
Amezaga, 2008; Vietnam Government, 2010; PanNature, CORENAM et al., 2014). Such 
control does not only create a near complete reliance on the PPC for resources, it also 
affects the capacity of management boards collaborate with either alternative government 
bodies and/or local communities. 

Although counter-intuitive to the goals of co-management (cf. Plummer and FitzGibbon, 
2006), a more effective means of leveraging control back from the PPC may, instead, be to 
develop stronger centralized ties to MARD. As shown in the case of Xuan Thuy, the PPC 
has been forced by MARD’s involvement to devolve authority to the DPC to manage 
resources and to the CPC to implement resource protection. If MARD, as an 
administrative central government actor, has the power to counter the dominant role of the 
PPC, and reorient collaboration of the management boards to the DPCs and CPCs, it 
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might well be able to facilitate greater community engagement within the parks. By placing 
more emphasis on the role of central actors in co-conditioning and steering co-
management strategies and outcomes at the local level (Berkes, 2010), the management 
board has gained greater authority and capacity to monitor operations of resource 
exploitation and protection in the area. 

Table 4.2. Comparing administrative co-management in four case studies. 
Co-management 

characteristic 
Networked 

relation Khau Ca Nui Chua Cu Lao Cham Xuan Thuy 

Vertical network 

MARD 
involvement No No Yes Yes 

Active and 
facilitating PPC Yes No Yes Yes 

Devolution to 
DPC No No No Yes 

Consulting and 
learning 

process among 
actors in 

vertical linkages 
and with local 

people 

No No Yes Yes 

Horizontal network 

Local people 
collaboration 

Conflicts 
with local 

people 

Limited 
collaboration 

Good 
collaboration, but 

local people 
complain that 

outsiders exploit 
resources. Local 
people have no 
rights to stop 

outsiders. 

Good 
collaboration. 
Local people 

have clam 
exploitation 

rights. They can 
prevent others 
from poaching 

their areas. 

International 
involvement Limited Limited 

Strong financial 
and technical 

support 

Strong financial 
and technical 

support 
Business No No Yes Yes 

Cost and benefit 
sharing  No No Yes Yes 

Overcoming 
financial and human 
resource shortages  No No No Yes 

 

Although central control by MARD is unlikely for all SUFs, nor particularly desirable, the 
cases reflect the need for understanding how greater political control can be created at 
different levels of government to implement forest management agreements, “with suitable 
rewards and penalties and scope for revisions as needed” (Boissìere, Sheil et al., 2009, p. 
2755). This indicates the ongoing need for a balanced interaction between the PPC and 
management boards. If divided, as seen in the case of Nui Chua, management decisions 
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may contradict the conservation and livelihood goals of the SUFs in question – a problem 
extending to various cases of hydropower and infrastructure development supported by 
PPCs (e.g. Ty, Westen et al., 2013). Weak cross-accountability of these organizations is also 
not desirable given the complex political economy of illegal forestry activity (Sikor and 
Phuc, 2011). In order to facilitate more meaningful community collaboration, and thereby 
break down the dominant administrative mode of co-management, greater awareness of the 
political dynamics of power and decision-making is required. As noted by Vasavakul 
(Vasavakul, 2014), this is particularly important given the growing independence of 
provinces in many areas of central policy.  

Despite Vietnam, in some ways, being an outlier in Southeast Asia – as one of only two 
remaining centralized single-party socialist states – our results do hold broader lessons for a 
wider critical institutional perspective of co-management. Reflecting on Ratner et al.’s 
“second generation co-management” Ratner, Oh et al. 2012 our findings also point to the 
need to consider institutional competition between government actors across multiple 
levels in the governance of co-management (see also Berkes, 2009; Armitage, Berkes et al., 
2010). Furthermore, we concur with their argument for also taking into account relations 
both between public and private actors and examining the extent to which these relations 
contribute the conditions under which co-management can be implemented Ratner, Oh et 
al. 2012. By opening co-management to wider notions of networked governance relations it 
is then possible to go beyond the more standard analyses of vertical linkages between states 
and resource users or managers. By adopting this networked approach, and critically 
investigating the norms, rules, and relations that constitute cooperation in these networks 
(Adger, Brown et al., 2005; Ratner, Oh et al., 2012), we can better understand other 
horizontal linkages and (social) relations that enable resources and managers and users to 
improve the terms of their involvement in highly contested practices, such as conservation 
(cf. Sikor and Nguyen, 2007; Ribot and Larson, 2013). Again, reflecting the findings of 
Ratner et al., this emphasizes the importance of taking into account the competition for 
resources that would not otherwise be considered in the more traditional perspective of a 
vertical state-community collaborative management models (e.g. Sen and Nielsen, 1996). 
Finally, while our results did not incorporate issues of adaptation and learning, we do 
acknowledge the importance of these characteristics on second-generation co-management. 
While other countries in Southeast Asia may be less centralized, and/or have more 
opportunity for collective action than communities in Vietnam, all exhibit a tension 
between central and de-central actors that either enable or hinder the implementation of 
co-management. A critical institutional perspective allows for a more in depth analysis of 
the relevance and potential for co-management in this context. 

Second, the results reiterate the importance of understanding the benefits and risks 
associated with investing in co-management. After two decades of experimenting with 
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decentralized natural resource management in Southeast Asia, evidence of the “tyranny” of 
policy discourses such as co-management is emerging (cf. Cooke and Kothari, 2001). As the 
language of co-management is mainstreamed, there is a growing risk that it is used as a 
means of justifying government involvement and ultimately re-centralization of resource 
control away from resource users (e.g. Ribot, Agrawal et al., 2006). In Vietnam 
administrative co-management may be more about maintaining central control, but the 
institutional dynamics behind this process may open up similar cases in other political 
settings. 

 

7. Conclusions 

The results show that, far from enabling improved collaborative management of SUFs, the 
strong administrative intervention of the political branch of the Vietnamese government 
both facilitates and undermines the functions of management boards in performing their 
mandated duties. To be able to adapt and sustain the SUF management system to local and 
constantly changing conditions, SUF management boards need to continue to push for a 
mix of flexible and adaptable horizontal relations within the still rigid structure of vertical 
state control. Identifying how they can do this requires a more nuanced understanding of 
the purpose, interests, and resources of actors, as well as their performance in co-
management. 

From the range of strategies adopted by management boards to overcome these 
constraints, it appears that engagement with strong vertical networks of interrelated state 
authorities might be the most effective means of gaining enough independence to 
implement management activities and engage with local communities. In addition to this 
vertical strategy, the results also demonstrate that the capacity of management boards to 
perform their mandated functions improves when working with international organizations 
and when they introduce benefit-sharing mechanisms for local communities. The results 
also show that the limitations of administrative co-management can be overcome when 
multiple actors (both horizontally and vertically) are involved. However, their involvement 
does not necessarily equate to a weakening of state power. It is still the state, represented by 
the PPC, and its extended vertical networks that enable, facilitate, and condition these 
horizontal inter-linkages and collaborations. For SUF co-management to effectively move 
beyond its administrative character, and better facilitate horizontal network collaboration 
with local communities, allocative power has to be devolved from provincial and ministerial 
levels to commune and/or district governments.  
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Further research is needed to determine whether and how administrative forms of co-
management are visible in other states exhibiting centralized state management of natural 
resources. In doing so attention should be given to the extent to which networked forms of 
co-management are able to overcome centralized control. Extending beyond the single case 
of Vietnam, a wider typology of how states facilitate the inclusion of actors that go beyond 
the traditional vertical relationships can lead to a more informed understanding of co-
management in political contexts that do not exhibit high levels of devolution and 
deliberative decision-making. By developing such a typology a more adaptable set of 
principles may emerge that allow for the design of co-management in contexts where it is 
appears least possible. 
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Chapter 5 

NGOS AS BRIDGING ORGANIZATIONS IN MANAGING NATURE 
PROTECTION IN VIETNAM6 

 

1. Introduction 

Vietnam has a long history of centralised control over forest resources. Starting with 
policies prohibiting forest use in the 1960s, the government established a series of reforms 
over the next 50 years designed to balance this centralised state control with greater 
representation of local resource users (Tu et al., 2014). But while these reforms have led to 
a gradual decentralisation of implementing forest law and policy, an ongoing tension 
remains between centralised control by key Ministries at the national level and the 
administrative control of forest resources at the provincial level (Tu et al., 2014). The 
practice of resource users has to a large extent remained largely rhetorical (e.g. Sunderlin, 
2006; Boissière et al., 2009). It is this tension between centralisation and decentralisation 
that underscores the strongly administrative character of decentralisation in the 
management of forest resources beyond the state to resource users or other civil society 
groups (Sikor and Nguyen, 2007; KimDung et al., 2013). In this paper we explore this 
tension in the context of so called ‘Special-Use Forests’. 

Special Use Forests (SUFs) were introduced in 1986, by Ministry of Forestry (today MARD 
- Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development). In the Decree, SUFs were defined as 
national property forests established to protect and conserve forest habitats, genetic 
resources of endemic flora and fauna, landscapes and sites with cultural and historical value, 
as well as providing resources for scientific research and education (Vietnam Government, 
1986). Since 1993, the Vietnamese government has strengthened the SUF system to meet 
obligations of the Convention on Biological Diversity and the Ramsar Convention by 
increasing the area protected (Zingerli, 2005). Today SUFs are considered ‘the backbone of 
the national protected areas system’, with 161 SUFs making up 2,1 million hectares or 
15.7% of total forest area – and also extend to cultural and historical sites, grasslands, 
freshwater lakes, and coastal and marine areas (MONRE, 2011b; PanNature, 2011a).  

                                                 

6 This chapter has been published as KimDung, N., Bush, S., & Mol, A.P.J. (2016). NGOs as Bridging Organizations in 
Managing Nature Protection in Vietnam. Journal of Environment and Development, 25(2), 191-218. 
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Despite this significant expansion of SUFs, a range of resource-related conflicts in and 
around SUFs persist. It is estimated that 80% of SUFs are currently inhabited (Cuong et al., 
2009), meaning many communities remain dependent on forest resources for their 
livelihoods. Continued land right claims in and around SUFs have led to conflicts between 
local users and authorities responsible for nature conservation (Sikor, 2001; Zingerli, 2005; 
Coe, 2013). Other evidence has pointed to the lack of alternative income opportunities for 
communities living around SUFs as a cause of continued levels of exploitation (Sikor and 
Nguyen, 2007; Boissière et al., 2009). In Vietnam, like many other developing countries 
(Sunderlin, 2006), prohibiting natural resource use in protected areas provides no incentive 
for responsible and sustainable use; rather, local residents maximise resource exploitation as 
opportunities arise. 

Faced with these challenges, the Vietnamese government, in collaboration with a range of 
national and especially international conservation organizations, has attempted to 
institutionalise co-management in SUFs by engaging local stakeholders in protected area 
management (Boissière et al., 2009). In 2003, the Government ratified the Management 
Strategy for Protected Area System in Vietnam introduced a stronger focus on co-
management as a means of resource management (Vietnam Government, 2003). However, 
meaningful community engagement through co-management remains constrained by a lack 
of support to devolved management responsibilities to communities, the lack of a legal 
framework for local government to allow for creative and proactive community decision-
making and planning, and the weak inclusion of non–state actors such as NGOs (USAID 
2013). As KimDung et al. (2013) argue, SUF co-management in Vietnam therefore remains 
‘administrative’ in that managers must respond to centralised directives from the central 
government over finances and economic partnerships with non-state actors, rather than 
steering and supporting resource users to foster creative and effective management 
practices.  

Where state and community capacity is limited in natural resource management, as often 
seen in developing countries, NGOs are recognised as ‘bridging organisations’. As implied 
by the term ‘bridging’, these NGOs do not supplant existing actors or institutions, but 
instead seek to increase co-operation, empowerment, and social capital in natural resource 
governance by building trust, and by constructing common vision and goals among actors 
in a co-management arrangement (Folke et al., 2005; Berkes, 2009; Schultz et al., 2011). 
Although often not a primary goal of these NGOs, bridging functions allow them to seek 
win-win solutions for both biodiversity conservation and community development. Despite 
the administrative nature of Vietnamese co-management, previous research in Vietnam has 
indicated that NGOs can play a bridging role by facilitating eco-tourism projects and eco-
certification, as well as enabling in scientific and capacity building, and mediating resource 
conflicts (García-Herrera, 2009; Fabres, 2011). 
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Yet other research has shown that the bridging roles of these NGOs in Vietnam are 
fundamentally constrained by the political and operational constraints of the Vietnamese 
government (Lux and Straussman, 2004). Establishing and running national/local NGOs in 
Vietnam is still very much state controlled through the role of the Vietnamese Fatherland 
Front, a parastatal ‘mass organisation’ responsible for political mobilisation with close ties 
to the Communist Party (Nghia, 2011). The result is that political space for advocacy by 
these (inter)national NGOs, is constrained by the lack of a clear legal framework and by 
controls over their largely internationally sourced funding (Pham et al., 2014). These factors 
are further compounded by the often ambiguous role and relationship between NGOs, as 
representing civil society, and the state at multiple levels of government (Hannah 2009; 
Nghia, 2011). Despite the clear potential for NGOs as bridging organisations it is not self-
evident that they can play this role in the current practice of Vietnam’s ‘administrative’ 
mode of natural resource co-management.  

In this paper we investigate how and to what extent NGOs in Vietnam function as bridging 
organizations in administrative co-management of SUFs. The results demonstrate that 
NGOs can only partially fulfil the role of bridging organisations and overcome the 
constraints of the administrative mode of co-management seen in Vietnamese SUFs. In 
doing so we contribute to wider debates on the role of NGOs as bridging organisations in 
developing countries where co-management continues to be a central policy goal, but 
remains constrained by a lack of space for independent political advocacy and policy 
intervention.  

We now turn to an review of the potential role of bridging organisations in facilitating more 
adaptive co-management arrangements, before outlining four key variables against which 
the extent of NGO functionality as bridging organisations can be assessed. We then present 
and analyse the results of a two-stages empirical investigation based on a national survey of 
SUF managers on their experiences and expectations of co-management (including 
engagement with NGOs) and four in-depth case studies of NGO engagement in SUFs 
management. 

 

2. Bridging organizations in natural resource co-management 

Co-management captures the idea that rights and responsibilities in natural resources 
management should be shared between government and any non-state actor (including 
resource users, local communities, environmental NGOs or scientists) (Plummer, 2009). 
Co-management is advocated not only because it holds the potential to enhance the 
effectiveness of natural resource protection and management, but also because it brings 
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stakeholder participation and therefore fairness, transparency, legitimacy and accountability 
to management (Plummer et al., 2013). 

However, for co-management to be effective it is commonly argued that more flexible and 
‘adaptive’ processes of decision making are needed (e.g. Fabricius and Currie, 2015). More 
effective co-management strategies is expected to facilitate local level processes of 
experimentation with different measures to see what works and adapt policies and 
management strategies in the light of lessons learned and new situations and conditions 
(Armitage et al., 2009). Adaptive co-management has therefore been widely formulated 
(Folke et al., 2005; Plummer and Armitage, 2007; Armitage et al., 2009) as an approach to 
involve heterogeneous actors and cross-scale interactions. As outlined by Cash et al. (2006), 
these interactions are conceptualised as both ‘horizontal’ (within scale) and ‘vertical’ (cross-
scale) network connections that facilitate learning through feedback, emphasise social 
processes that encourage flexibility in governance, and build governance capacity for 
adaptation. 

In developing countries the ability of co-management to facilitate these cross-scale 
interactions is often constrained by degrees of political space afforded to civil society 
groups. The wider tendency for centralised state control over natural resources often means 
that international goals for the decentralisation of conservation and empowerment of 
resources users conflict with aspirations of ‘state making’ and the underbelly of elite capture 
(see Persha and Andersson, 2014). Within this context ‘bridging organizations’ have been 
identified as a potentially important factor for the success of co-management of natural 
resources in developing countries (Plummer, 2009). Introduced in the early 1990s (see 
Westley and Vredenburg, 1991) bridging organizations link multiple actors in horizontal 
and vertical networks to facilitate decentralisation, increase policy learning and contribute to 
wider goals of sustainable development.  

While bridging organizations have been extensively discussed in the adaptive management 
literature to focus on social capital and co-production of knowledge (e.g. Berkes, 2009; 
Crona and Parker, 2012; Rathwell et al., 2015), we use it in its original meaning given by 
Brown (1991) to refer to a “conduit of ideas and innovations, a source of information, a 
broker of resources, a negotiator of deals, a conceptualiser of strategies [and] a mediator of 
conflicts” (p. 812). We therefore identify bridging organizations as organizations that 
coordinate and facilitate collaboration across organizational levels and knowledge systems 
by enhancing networking between various actors, strengthening social capital and capacity 
of stakeholders (most notably local communities), and addressing problems at and between 
multiple scales (Berkes, 2009; Schultz, Duit et al., 2011). But while there is a growing 
number of studies that outline the potential of bridging organisations in co-management, 
arguably fewer have focused on developing countries, and even less on the institutional 
dimensions of states exhibiting a strong tendency towards centralisation (see for exception 
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Pham et al., 2010). Instead most studies focus on states with an existing tendency for 
decentralisation and participatory resource management (e.g. Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007; 
Rathwell and Peterson, 2012). Questions therefore remain as to the extent NGOs can 
function as bridging organisations in countries like Vietnam, where aspirations for co-
management have been limited by centralised political and administrative control. 

From the literature we have distilled four ways in which international and national NGOs 
perform bridging roles in natural resource management settings in developing countries 
(see Figure 5.1). First, bridging organizations are believed to provide a forum for 
interactions of different knowledges, ideas and information from different actors, such as 
researchers, decision-makers at different levels, companies, and local communities. As such 
they communicate, translate, and mediate (scientific and lay-actor) knowledge, information 
and ideas, and make these (sometimes combined/integrated) knowledges and information 
relevant to policy and action (Folke et al., 2005; Vignola et al., 2013). Second, these 
organizations facilitate and play a major role in formulating common visions and goals 
among all actors in co-management arrangements and in doing so enhance trust between 
those involved (Berkes, 2009). Third, bridging organizations facilitate and increase co-
operation between different governance levels and actors of governance, in terms of 
networking and relations within co-management networks as well as with the outside world 
(Folke et al., 2005). As such, they bring together resources from various governance actors, 
facilitate cooperation and communication between these actors, and help adjust ineffective, 
contradictory or counterproductive rule systems at different levels. Fourth, bridging 
organizations also support the emergence of participatory and collaborative approaches, 
and especially the empowerment and increased social capital of local community 
stakeholders; which in turn can lubricate future collaborations in the arrangements (Schultz 
et al., 2011). In developing countries, communities remain often weakly organised, 
marginalised from decision making, and rarely have technical, financial and human 
resources and capacity to engage more pro-actively in decision-making spaces offered 
(Larsen, 2008). Bridging organizations are specifically aimed at changing this. 

NGOs can have this ‘bridging ability’ with respect to natural resources and environment 
because of perceived independence (and therefore legitimacy) in transition processes 
(Affolderbach et al., 2012; Shah, 2011). In co-management, NGOs can thus bridge interests 
and perceptions of actors and create a flexible environment and space for discussions and 
negotiations in decision making. And as Folke et al. (2005) point out, larger and especially 
international NGOs can also provide financial, technical and knowledge support to 
introduce new approaches of nature conservation to localities, and strengthen social capital 
and capacity for effective multilevel governance and ecosystem management. The rest of 
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the paper examines to what extent NGOs do fulfil this bridging role in the context of 
Vietnamese SUF co-management. 

 

 

Figure 5.1. Roles of NGOs as bridging organizations in natural resource management 

3. Methodology 

The research uses two sets of data. First, a national survey of 113 of the 161 Vietnamese 
SUFs Management Boards (MBs) was undertaken in 2009 to collect data on the type and 
degree of involvement in co-management (see KimDung et al., 2013). In this paper we have 
used a subset of this data to focus on the content of SUF and NGOs collaborations, 
expectations of SUF managers toward the collaborations, and the extent to which SUFs can 
bring other actors in the collaborations. A summary of the specific questions relevant for 
this partial analysis of the overall survey are listed in Table 5.1.  

Second, four in-depth case studies were selected from an initial scan of ten NGOs involved 
in natural resources management in Vietnam.7 The four cases were Fauna & Flora 

                                                 

7The ten NGOs involved in co-management in the initial scan included Action on Poverty, CARE Vietnam, Fauna & 
Flora International, International Union for Conservation of Nature, Centre for Marine life Conservation and Community 
Development (MCD), People and Nature Reconciliation (PanNature), People Resources and Conservation Foundation 
(PRCF), Vietnam National Park and Protected Area Association (VNPPA), World Vision, World Wide Fund 
for Nature (WWF). 



 

 

91 

 

International (FFI), the Vietnam National Park and Protected Area Association (VNPPA), 
a national professional association classified as a civil society organization (Nghia, 2011); 
the Vietnamese NGO Centre for Marine life Conservation and Community Development 
(MCD); and the Vietnamese NGO People and Nature Reconciliation (PanNature). These 
cases are selected based on a variety of reasons. First, all four are leading NGOs working 
toward a co-management or community-based movement to preserve natural resource and 
sustainable development in Vietnam (FFI, 2013; Parr, 2013; IIED, 2015; PanNature, 2015b; 
VNPPA, 2015). Second, we have sought divergent cases categorised in terms of their 
engagement at the international level, either coming from another country (FFI), being 
funded internationally (MCD), and having primarily their engagement with the Vietnamese 
government at the local (PanNature) and national level (VNPPA). Third, the four NGOs 
have explicitly shown  to support co-management in SUFs (Khau Ca, Xuan Thuy, Nui 
Chua) where we have a set of data available for analysing collaboration between SUF MBs 
with stakeholders, including NGOs, local people, private sectors, scientists and various 
state agencies.  

Table 5.1. Summary of survey questions 
No. Questions 
1 List names of all NGOs that your SUF has collaborations with. 
2 Define the roles of NGOs in these established collaborations. 
3 Provide the content of projects that are implemented in collaboration with NGOs. 
4 Do you strongly agree/agree/neutral/disagree/strongly disagree with the statement; “The state policy 

recognizes the historical values and customs of indigenous people when considering harvesting and using natural 
resources”. 

5 With which level of government do you prefer to strengthen collaboration (central, provincial, district, 
commune)? Explain your preference. 

6 With which sectors/stakeholders (local people, private companies, public companies, NGOs, 
research/education institutions, police, military, Vietnamese Fartherland Front) do you prefer to 
strengthen collaboration? Explain your preference. 

 

The four case studies are analysed and compared using the four characteristics of bridging 
organisations outlined above and summarised in Figure 5.1. In doing so the cases seek out 
‘typicalities’ across four different cases, as well as commonalities between the cases 
(Flyberg, 2006). We do not set out to rate or rank the cases, nor the NGOs involved. 
Qualitative data for the case studies was collected through interviews with the four NGOs 
and the various public and private organisations they collaborate with, as well as with local 
communities living in or nearby the SUFs these NGOs were engaged with. The interviews 
were recorded and analysed using coding corresponding to the four dimensions of bridging 
organisations outlined in section 2. Additional observations and discussions were 
conducted during two national workshops on SUF management held in Hoa Binh province 
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(May 2013) and Ho Chi Minh City (September 2013), and through secondary data sources 
such as reports, policy documents and NGO websites. 

 

4. NGOs in Vietnamese administrative co-management arrangement of SUFs  

The SUF management in Vietnam is highly centralised, with MARD responsible for their 
administration. Within MARD, the Forest Protection Department (FPD) plays a key role in 
monitoring and managing the SUF network through its provincial and district level 
implementation entities (Vietnam Government, 2003; USAID, 2013). Responsibility for 
protected areas are also shared with other branches of government, including the Ministry 
of Natural Resource and Environment (MONRE), the Ministry of Culture, Sports and 
Tourism Ministry of Police, Ministry of National Defense for law enforcement, Ministry of 
Planning and Investment, and Ministry of Finance for SUF finance and investment 
(Vietnam Government, 2001; USAID, 2013; Vietnam Government, 2010). At the 
provincial level the Provincial People’s Committees (PPCs) are state administrative 
organizations assigned to manage all SUFs within entire provincial boundaries. The PPCs 
can assign SUF management directly through Departments of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (DARDs) or pass on the responsibility for specific tasks such as tourism 
development to district governments (USAID, 2013). At the (local) operational level, SUF 
MBs are assigned ownership rights over forest management, protection and development 
and staffed by officials assigned from provincial DARDs (Vietnam Government, 2010). 
Where MBs have not been established, SUFs are under the management authority of either 
District FPDs, Provincial DARDs, or Provincial Departments of Culture, Sports and 
Tourism (Vietnam Government, 2003, 2010; MONRE, 2011b). 

There are more than 23 international and Vietnamese NGOs (INGOs and VNGOs) 
operating in SUF management. INGO involvement is encouraged by the Vietnamese 
government, but limited to the provision of development aid, and prohibited from activities 
relating to politics, religion and other issues which are incompatible with the Vietnamese 
national benefits, security, defense, and solidarity (Decree 12/2012/ND-CP). The National-
level Vietnam Union of Friendship Organizations (VUFO) is responsible for INGO 
relations, while the PPCs are tasked with overseeing INGOs within their jurisdictions in 
close collaboration with a national level inter-ministerial body (COMINGO). In contrast, 
VNGOs have to be registered under a governmental agency – most commonly the 
Vietnam Union of Scientific and Technological Associations (VUSTA), which belong to 
the parastatal Vietnam Fatherland Front led by the Party (iSEE et al., 2008; Vietnam 
Fatherland Front, 2008).  
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INGO support in Vietnam is steered towards the national strategy for poverty reduction, 
with priorities set for the development of agriculture, forestry and fisheries. Within these 
sectors, the government seeks INGO support for cross-sector support, direct intervention 
in selected livelihood activities, enhancing community participation, infrastructure 
construction, and enhancing community-based wildlife and biodiversity protection 
(Decision 40/2013/QD-TTg). In comparison, VNGOs are directed towards environmental 
protection, community development, and capacity enhancement, and less to grassroot 
democracy and public governance (iSEE et al., 2008). In addition, VNGOs suffer from 
even more unstable budgets and less clear strategies than their international counterparts, 
largely because they are dependent on the requirements and strategic themes of 
international partners and sponsors (iSEE et al., 2008).  

Our survey shows that according to SUF managers NGOs play a minimal role in SUF 
management, and where they are involved they are not reported as exhibiting a bridging 
role. Only one third of SUF managers (n=113) reported having ever worked with INGOs 
who provided technical input and funding for tasks mandated for SUFs by the government. 
NGOs are not reported by SUF managers as facilitating knowledge transfer, building 
common goals, managing conflicts or strengthening community empowerment. The results 
also show that just over one third (37%) of SUF managers agreed with the statement that 
“the state policy recognised the historical values and customs of indigenous people on 
harvesting and using natural resources”, while 87% of SUF managers saw the absolute need 
for input from local people in formulating collaborative policies. Instead, building on the 
notion of administrative  co-management, the competent governmental authority collects 
input from SUF managers, scientists, and representatives from other governmental 
agencies, such as MONRE, PPC, and DONRE. 

Overall these results show a divide between government and NGO experiences and 
expectations around co-management. Despite the investment of NGOs in capacity building 
and awareness raising SUF managers are not aware of (or willing to recognise) the 
investment that NGOs are making in building SUF co-management. From this national 
level analysis, the bridging function of NGOs appears to be only partially successful in 
integrating local knowledge and ideas into policies to serve nature conservation and 
development. 
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5. NGOs as bridging organizations: four case studies 

Using the four characteristics of bridging organisations outlined in section 2, we now 
analyse four NGOs working to establish co-management in SUFs. A summary of these 
case studies is provided in Table 5.2 as a guide to reading. 

5.1 Fauna & Flora International (FFI) – International NGO  

Fauna & Flora International (FFI) is an international conservation NGO focused on raising 
public awareness around the loss of Vietnamese biodiversity. FFI sees itself in the vanguard 
of organizations developing co-management models in Vietnam nature conservation, and 
has several projects across the country (FFI, 2013; Parr et al., 2013). The most prominent 
of these is their primate program in the north of the country. 

FFI bases its science driven programme on long-term data collection which is shared with a 
broad group of government and community stakeholders to advocate new approaches to 
SUF conservation. FFI also collaborates with other NGOs in delivering these workshops. 
However, feedback from local officials who attend these meetings argued that the 
information and ideas of co-management being presented were incompatible with state 
laws and regulations to be implemented. National level officials also stressed that any form 
of co-management should be understood and implemented in a ‘Vietnamese way’ rather 
than adopting international practices. The ‘Vietnamese way’ refers to their concerns about 
‘sensitive issues’ brought in SUF management by international practices of co-management 
in which community/private property rights (of SUF land and forest resources) and ‘power 
sharing’ are vital and transparently exercised during processes of co-management. The 
current structure of SUF management and laws are not transparent and elaborated in 
accordance with these international aspects.  
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FFI has also sought to strengthen policy and practice around SUF management by working 
closely with the provincial level Forest Protection Departments (FPD) and the national 
level Forest Inventory and Planning Institute (FIPI) – a forestry scientific organization 
belonging to MARD and having legal power and responsibilities to consult the government 
about SUF network development across the country (PanNature et al. 2014). But again, FFI 
experienced difficulties in overcoming administrative procedures set by the government, 
which to some extent limited FFI’s activities in the field with local communities and SUF 
managers. Consequently, FFI activities have centred on discussing and disseminating 
research results with policy makers, sharing lessons learned at national conferences and 
commenting on national policy drafts. 

FFI has also had mixed results in balancing conservation goals with livelihood priorities of 
local communities who are often in direct conflict with the strict no-use SUF management 
regime. FFI attempts to support programmes aimed at enforcing SUF regulation, while 
balancing conflicts of interest with these local communities. In their words, they have 
sought to “bridge locals and the projects” by implementing gun controls and community 
ranger groups. Through these activities FFI has enjoyed a degree of success in catalysing 
collaboration between forest rangers and local people via local patrol groups and has 
successfully addressed short-term threats of hunting to biodiversity. However, the NGO 
has not been able to institute long-term policy change, nor directly address conflicts 
between local communities and rangers. 

Finally, there is incidental evidence that FFI has enabled local communities to engage in 
participatory land use planning and zoning activities, and raise their concerns to local 
governments. For example, FFI piloted an Advisory Council for Forest Management and 
Protection in the Mu Cang Chai SUF consisting of local representatives from communes 
around the SUF, and advised the MB on area management. According to a FFI 
representative, many minority groups were willing to give opinions through this Council. 
But these moments of engagement are ad hoc in nature. Although local communities are 
involved in protected area management, they have no structural role in decision making 
processes. Instead SUF management is coordinated by governmental organisations, limiting 
the influence of local people and NGOs like FFI.  

As an international NGO, FFI collaborates with the Vietnamese government at all levels. 
Within the limited legal, political and administrative space offered by the state, FFI fulfils 
some bridging roles, by enhancing SUF law enforcement while attempting to reduce 
negative impacts on livelihood by increasing community participation. But overall, FFI is 
focused more on providing and exchanging knowledge on nature conservation rather than 
on local people empowerment which is regarded a political issue. To overcome these 
constraints FFI seeks collaboration with other NGOs and economic actors and works with 
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‘on-site officials’ to overcome administrative limits placed on field visits and 
implementation of FFI activities. 

5.2 Vietnam National Park and Protected Area Association (VNPPA) – Vietnamese 
Civic Association  

The Vietnam National Park and Protected Area Association (VNPPA) is a member-based 
mass organization representing SUFs. The VNPPA receives political support from the 
state, like other Vietnamese civil organisations (Nghia, 2011), by creating a network of high-
ranking public servants with expertise in nature conservation. It describes its role as 
disseminating legal documents and policies of the Party and the government on SUF 
management and protection of the people, and consulting with the government on 
strategies of SUF development and protection and buffer zone investment (VNPPA, 2015). 

The goal of the VNPPA is to promote public awareness on nature conservation and 
support biodiversity protection by involving communities in SUF buffer zones. To achieve 
this the VNPPA facilitates collaboration and information exchange between SUF MBs, 
central government agencies, and international partnerships with Japanese, Chinese, and 
European national parks. The Association also disseminates more general information on 
biodiversity, environmental education, and ecotourism development, and by participating in 
project assessment, as well as providing SUF staff with training and technical support to 
undertake research and organise scientific workshops. But despite being highly active the 
organisation has had little success in integrating different knowledges from these different 
sources into national SUF policies because, in its words, the government has not yet 
considered voices of NGOs and other civil society organizations; and in return “civil 
society organisations have no right to request the government/policy makers to do 
anything except providing some recommendations for their reference” (Interview with 
VNPPA, 28th February 2011). 

VNPPA also supports the creation of a common vision around SUF co-management by 
advocating the inclusion of multiple use and equal distribution of ‘mutual benefits’ from 
management and conservation in the national SUF policy framework. It has also supported 
the construction of ecotourism models that promote benefit sharing amongst stakeholders, 
especially with local communities. Additionally, VNPPA provides direct support to local 
people and SUF MBs to deliver ecotourism services, with NGOs and tourist companies 
taking part in tour promotion, advertisement, and human resource trainings. This approach 
to ecotourism is seen as a means of matching livelihood development and nature 
conservation, and of promoting investments in SUF buffer zone development. But despite 
these attempts at building a common vision around SUF co-management, there is little 
evidence of major results the VNPPA has achieved, neither in terms of working co-
management models, nor in terms of clear policy change.  
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The VNPPA has also sought to reconcile conflict between actors involved in both SUF 
vertical and horizontal networks. For example, VNPPA has been active in creating a 
dialogue over the impacts of transportation and hydro-electricity construction projects in 
and around SUFs. As representatives from the Association argued, partnerships with other 
organizations have meant they have successfully lobbied for stopping projects that are 
harmful the conservation goals of SUFs. However, the VNPPA also believes that the 
absence of a strong civil society in Vietnam means systematic opposition to such projects 
remains limited. Additionally, VNPPA representatives argue that project information 
should be made public and transparent. Besides, they claim that SUF financial mechanisms 
such as profit sharing, investments and expenditures, and collaboration mechanisms are 
constraining the cooperation and engagement of economic actors in SUF management.  

Because of local people’s interests and knowledge VNPPA advocates a need for local 
people participation in SUF management. The VNPPA also acknowledges that knowledge 
dissemination requires the involvement of village elders as a first step in facilitating capacity 
building for participation in nature conservation. The diversity of ethnic minorities 
increases the complexity of effective collaboration and makes the work of bridging and 
empowering local actors in Vietnam SUF management difficult to deal with. When asked 
VNPPA assessed its role in nature conservation as being limited to supporting the 
Vietnamese government in developing strategies and plans on SUF nature conservation, 
providing technical support to SUFs, and organizing trainings and environmental 
education. It has not been able to engage with local empowerment of communities and 
facilitating their participation in SUF (co-)management. 

5.3 Centre for Marine life Conservation and Community Development (MCD) – 
Internationally funded Vietnamese local NGO  

The Centre for Marine life Conservation and Community Development (MCD) is a 
Vietnamese non-profit organization established in 2003 by the international NGO 
International Marinelife Alliance in close collaboration with the Vietnamese government. 
The organization is currently under the administration of the Vietnam Marine Science 
Technology Association. MCD works in only two SUFs,  Xuan Thuy and Nui Chua, and is 
one of the few Vietnamese NGOs working on coastal development and conservation.  

A strength of MCD is its capacity for exchanging and sharing knowledge by directly 
collecting information and managing relevant data for coastal resource and environmental 
management in the two parks. It then transfers these data into reports and material for 
national and international training courses. Conversely, MCD also disseminates global 
knowledge on integrated coastal zone management and co-management to local actors in 
their project sites. In doing so MCD seeks to localise international knowledge, and create 
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transparency by documenting all output and feedback with the aim of influencing coastal 
management policies.  

The vision of MCD is predominantly oriented to local participation and livelihood benefits. 
MCD’s activities are therefore focused on innovating fishing practices, preserving coral 
reef, and improving environmental awareness of communities. It has introduced co-
management via a series of projects in Trao Reef (Khanh Hoa province), Xuan Thuy 
national park (Nam Dinh province), and Nui Chua national park (Ninh Thuan province) 
regulation, fishing policy and good aquaculture guidelines (Wyatt et al., 2011). These three 
models of co-management have been institutionalised into formal policies and regulations 
at the sites by commune and district governments. At the national level, these projects have 
been used as examples for promoting sustainable coastal resource management. 
Representatives at the Directorate of Fisheries (MARD) and the Vietnam Administration of 
Seas and Islands (MONRE), two of MCD’s key partners, spoke highly of MCD as “one of 
Vietnam’s top NGOs” in the field of nature conservation  (Wyatt et al., 2011) . 

Central to MCD’s strategy for community-led conservation is to facilitate conflict 
resolution by supporting local people’s livelihoods. MCD does this by playing a direct role 
in coordinating local authorities, private enterprises and governmental banks to support 
communities to develop eco-tourist business. Local people are taught how to determine 
markets, design tourist products, develop skills in tourist services, and advertise tourist 
products. Based on their experiences MCD advocates co-management smaller scale 
protected areas administrated by a few governmental levels and agencies, arguing that this 
leads to high success rates. MCD also argues that this localised approach is effective 
because of the challenges it faces as a Vietnamese NGO in advocating for change across all 
four levels of government from national to commune level. They argue that a key 
fundament of this localised approach begins with the development of local leadership and 
capacity building for coordinating the different government agencies and other NGOs that 
regulate and support livelihood and conservation activities. 

MCD seeks to strengthen and empower local communities by advocating the high level of 
experience that fishers and resource users have in natural resource management. MCD 
bridges these experiences and knowledge by providing a voice in official meetings, where 
communities are often less able (or willing) to actively participate. However, despite these 
efforts, enterprises who work with MCD projects articulate that they do not have the 
capacity to work with local people, arguing that local people are unprofessional and unable 
to work with formal documents such as business contracts. Moreover, MCD is evaluated as 
rather weak in its ability to work with the very poor (Wyatt et al., 2011). MCD counters 
these claims by noting the difficulty of bridging economic actors with local people because 
of pre-existing high levels of distrust.  



 

 

103 

 

Overall, MCD exhibits the characteristics of a bridging organization in terms of integrating 
international knowledge into local practices, building up a common vision and goal at 
project sites, increasing collaboration amongst a variety of stakeholders, and bringing 
community (interests) into processes of natural resource management. However, this NGO 
also has a limited bridging outreach because of the difficulty of coordinating institutional 
changes in a rigid four level system of government.  

5.4 People and Nature Reconciliation (PanNature) – independent locally funded 
Vietnamese NGO 

PanNature is an officially registered VNGO, predominantly funded by international 
organisations, which supports conserving biodiversity and improving human well-being in 
Vietnam (PanNature, 2015). Recognising the “lack of adequate capacity at local levels ... for 
community-based conservation interventions” (Interview PanNature, date 14th March 
2011), the organisation has aims to local processes of SUF management (see also 
PanNature, 2015). Overall PanNature experiences few difficulties with governmental 
administrative procedures because it is considered a Vietnamese NGO and is well regarded 
at the national state-level.  

To promote knowledge and information exchange, PanNature publishes different types of 
reports on nature conservation and environmental protection. The NGO also attempts to 
build up a team of experienced and enthusiastic educators who can spread environmentally-
friendly attitudes and behaviour throughout society. Building experience with interactive 
activities and nature-based education programs also helps to promote environmental 
knowledge. However this knowledge is not yet integrated in government policy, because, 
according the NGO, it has been limited to a one-way exchange with government; such as 
voicing concerns about government policy in state sponsored national conferences.  

A core activity of PanNature is to create a common vision around participation and 
transparency in conservation management policy. PanNature does this by advising the 
government on SUF laws and regulation, participating in policies debates, providing critical 
feedback on deficiencies in current policies and carrying out applied research and studies on 
SUF themes. Results from the research programs it supports are used to provide 
appropriate interventions in existing nature conservation and SUF policies and 
management practices. Although PanNature advocates the implementation of co-
management in small SUFs, representatives from the NGO recognise that the success of 
such models is hampered by the limited government budget to operate activities. The long-
term involvement of a small local NGO like PanNature is therefore constrained by a lack 
of financial resources. 
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PanNature attempts to increase collaboration at a policy level by building close 
relationships with MONRE, MARD, Vietnam Environment Administration, and 
Biodiversity Conservation Agency. The NGO has had success in doing so. For example, it 
plays a central role in policy making at the Biodiversity Conservation Agency. At the local 
level PanNature has also been able to address conflicts between nature conservation and 
local livelihood by bridging enterprises to communities through livelihood development 
projects. It also facilitates dialogue between provincial and district governments, SUF MBs, 
local people, other civil organizations and enterprises. While being a domestic NGO, and 
able to deal with governmental administrative procedures, the ongoing success of 
PanNature in continuing its work around conflict resolution is constrained by its 
dependence on international financial sources. To compensate PanNature has also sought 
funding partnerships with local enterprises by providing training on ecotourism and market 
supply with local agricultural and forestry products.  

PanNature also works directly with SUF managers and local governments on co-
management projects, to create room for community participation. However, its impact as 
a local NGO has been limited, due to diverging perceptions around what ‘participation’ 
means for different key stakeholders. For example, SUF managers mostly believe that the 
areas they manage should be strictly protected through no-use regimes, as indicated in the 
law. However, PanNature desires more space for local people participation and sharing of 
benefits from joint forest use and thus sees it as its task to transform SUF boards from 
forest guards to forest managers who collaborate with communities. To achieve this the 
NGO has invested time and resources into  providing local people with instructions, 
supervision and training in order to better include them in project activities.  

In short, PanNature is an VNGO that adequately deals with simple governmental 
administrative procedures but experiences difficulties in maintaining suitable financial 
support for its operations. It therefore remains dependent on implementing projects that 
are ‘dictated’ by international sponsors, rather than what it sees as the most effective ways 
of engaging with SUF co-management. As a bridging organization, the NGO efficiently 
disseminates information and knowledge, fosters participation, increases collaboration in 
vertical and horizontal networks, and bridges economic actors with local people. But 
despite successes in influencing national level policy the NGO has been less successful at 
empowering local communities living in and around SUFs. 

 

6. Discussion  

As the results of both the national survey and case studies indicate, both VNGO and 
INGOs only partially fulfil the four tasks of bridging organizations. As such their impact in 
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negotiating Vietnam’s administrative co-management, and related centralised control, in 
SUFs appears limited. Instead, what we see is a state sanctioned role for NGOs in 
providing technical advice and assist in implementing designated activities (Lux and 
Straussman, 2004; Thayer, 2009). Given that the degree of autonomy of civil society from 
the Vietnamese state is often ambiguous (see Hannah, 2009), NGOs do not appears to 
fulfil the wider bridging role seen in natural resources management in other countries (e.g. 
Crona and Parker, 2012; Espinosa-Romero et al., 2014). We now discuss how the four case 
study NGOs have been able to partially fulfil the different bridging functions, and outline 
the limitations they face in overcoming an administrative mode of co-management. 

The results show that all four of the NGOs studied have been successful to varying degrees 
in their attempts to foster information exchange and create of a common vision of co-
management across multiple levels (Table 5.2). Together they exhibit diverse approaches 
for information exchange, either from the international to national level or generating and 
sharing empirical information and knowledge from within Vietnam. But it is also apparent 
that these modes of information exchange have been performative rather than 
transformative (Westley et al., 2013). That is, the government has provided the space for 
NGOs to gather and share information, and NGOs have invested considerable resources 
into these information related activities. However, contrary to the adaptive management 
literature, which stresses the importance of open lines of knowledge sharing (see Plummer 
and FitzGibbon, 2004a), there has not been any meaningful integration of different forms 
of indigenous and scientific knowledge in either customary or statutory laws related to 
SUFs; a point reiterated by respondents in the national survey. Similarly, the four NGOs 
demonstrate a diversity of ways in which they attempt to build common visions and a set of 
goals around (SUF) co-management, including sharing international and domestic 
experiences. Supporting the findings of others, these NGOs do appear to play an effective 
role in linking the grassroots level with resources and information to many governmental 
programmes (Nørlund, 2007). But while they have been able to engage governments at all 
levels – from individual SUFs to the national level – officials have been reticent in making 
any changes to SUF goals or policy because of an unwillingness to devolve any decision 
making control away from the state. 

The ability of the four NGOs to engage in conflict resolution appears to be even more 
challenging. The case studies and survey results indicate a pre-emptive mode of conflict 
resolution through relationship management and network building, by providing training to 
local level communities and rangers. Building on the administrative mode of co-
management in Vietnam (KimDung et al., 2013), the networks appear to be oriented 
towards collaboration with government related actors, such as the police, military, state 
sponsored civil organisations (cf. Thayer, 2009; Wischermann, 2010). These NGOs have 
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been less able to extend collaboration to private sectors, scientists, and independent NGOs 
because SUF MBs engagements remain firmly oriented to these state networks, only 
marginally including private actors of different kinds. Nevertheless, those NGOs focused at 
the local scale appear to have more success in influencing SUF leadership and coordinating 
a wider group of locally based actors (see also Thayer, 2009). Overall, however, conflict 
resolution appears to mean fitting into the ongoing work plans of central and provincial 
level governmental agencies, rather than mediating between different sides and interests of 
a conflict. 

Perhaps the most sensitive and least well developed bridging function for the four NGOs, 
is their role in community empowerment. NGOs appear to be constrained in their attempts 
to strengthen community empowerment because of shortcomings in capacity and 
resources, as well as limitations imposed by the state in engaging in what is deemed to be a 
political activity. The work that the NGOs are able to carry out focuses on facilitating 
participation at provincial and national conferences and meetings. As Lux and Straussman 
(2004) point out, this kind of civil participation in Vietnam cannot be compared to the 
more liberal forms of civic action in other countries. Participation in Vietnamese co-
management is instead state sanctioned and supported, especially by CPCs at commune 
levels in accordance with the Grass-roots Democracy Ordinance 2007 (Vietnam National 
Assembly, 2007; Coe, 2013). The consequence is that communities are able to voice 
concern, but are not able to make demands on how these concerns are dealt with beyond 
what Coe (2015) refers to as the ‘rightful resistance’ of holding the government accountable 
to its own purported values. Engagement with marginalised communities (either ethnically 
or economically) also appears difficult because of a lack of NGO resources, but also 
because these communities exist outside of the networks controlled by local state. 

The limitations of these NGOs to fulfil the functions of bridging organisations means that 
it is unlikely that NGOs are able to overcome the administrative mode of Vietnamese co-
management in the near future. However, the fulfilment of bridging roles in the future also 
appears dependent on at least two key factors. First, some form of international connection 
appears to provide increased flows of information, best-practice experiences and financial 
resources, as well as some political room for manoeuvre to engage in both co-management 
policy and implementation. Vietnamese NGOs and civic organisations like PanNature, 
MCD and the VNPPA may be fundamentally constrained from fulfilling bridging functions 
given their close association with the state (Hannah, 2009; Wischermann, 2011). Similarly, 
international NGOs are likely to remain under strong restrictions from the central 
government and are hampered in their effective functioning as bridging organizations by 
their limited knowledge of and access to the Vietnamese political/state system, a key 
precondition under Vietnamese circumstances. Nevertheless, access to international 
resources appears to better enable these NGOs to fulfil a bridging role. While the capacity 
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and function of Vietnamese and international NGOs is noted as gradually closing, there 
remain clear differences in terms of political access, trust and effectiveness (Lux and 
Strausmann, 2004; Wischermann, 2010; Fabres, 2011). How these differences influence the 
type and extent of bridging functions performed by these NGOs both in and beyond 
Vietnam need further research. 

Second, the results indicate that a ‘staged strategy’ by NGOs might better enable NGOs to 
function in the Vietnamese context: first focusing on maintaining a degree of pragmatism in 
less political/controversial activities such as information exchange, to be followed later by 
engagement in more sensitive or politicized areas like community empowerment; as long as 
the Party’s central authority is not challenged (Marsten, 2012). Doing so addresses key 
concerns around the high degree of performativity exhibited by NGOs in Vietnam which 
are directly restricted by centralised political control (Wischermann, 2010; Fabres, 2011). In 
this way the four bridging functions might be seen as a set of sequential steps that form a 
(albeit likely long-term) strategy to engage the government in more inclusive co-
management and progress beyond administrative forms of co-management in SUFs. 
Starting with the first two (less sensitive) dimensions of bridging organisations of 
knowledge brokering and visioning before moving on to networking and empowerment 
may prove to be more effective for NGOs in Vietnam. This in turn opens up a new 
perspective on bridging functions, which are assumed to be performed simultaneous rather 
than sequential in the wider literature on co-management (e.g. Berkes, 2009; Crona and 
Parker, 2012; Rathwell et al., 2015). By adopting a sequential strategy for employing these 
bridging functions may enable NGOs to be more transformative in the sense of balancing 
both local interventions aimed at immediate issues, with longer term adaptive and 
precautionary policy change at the national level.  

These findings hold implications for understanding the role how bridging organisations 
operate in centralised ‘mono-organisational’ states such as Vietnam (Wischermann, 2010) – 
but also other states such as China, Laos and to a lesser extent Cambodia and Myanmar. 
Understanding the extent to which bridging functions can be implemented, by which types 
of NGOs and in what order, holds wider theoretical implications for innovations in co-
management arrangements where bridging between societal and state actors is constrained 
by strong political oversight. This is important because co-management has seen a 
considerable development in contexts of more democratized states (e.g. Pahl-Wostl et al., 
2007; Rathwell and Peterson, 2012). While co-management has been tested and developed 
in developing countries the specific differences in political structure have rarely been taken 
into consideration. If institutional change is the ultimately outcome, with adaptive processes 
institutionalized across multiple levels, then the bridging functions of NGOs need to be 
considered in these contexts.  
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7. Conclusion 

The continued administrative role of the Vietnamese state in SUF management means that 
both profit and not-for-profit private organizations remain at the periphery. Our 
conclusion therefore is that NGOs are only likely to play a limited role as bridging 
organisations under present conditions. As NGOs in Vietnam only work through 
negotiation, information and education within the provided legal bounds, and should 
refrain from more sensitive and politicized issues of conflict resolution and community 
empowerment, they remain weak in transforming the (administrative) SUF co-management 
arrangement. In addition distrust among SUF MBs and local state officials in the capacity 
of local resource users has also strengthened SUF administrative co-management, and 
constrained the bridging work of NGOs and institutional innovations. Both aspects hinder 
Vietnamese and international NGOs to act as full bridging organizations and thus innovate 
SUF administrative co-management.  

The structural barriers to change in so called ‘mono-organisational’ socialist countries such 
as Vietnam indicate a need to rethink the bridging functions of NGOs in overcoming the 
limitations of administrative forms of co-management. Greater consideration needs to be 
given to how NGOs in Vietnam can create more adaptive forms of natural resource 
management, given the fact that the SUF system is centrally controlled and western 
democratic dichotomies of state and civil society do not appear to hold. Under such 
conditions it is necessary to further elaborate how NGO-state relations can be brought 
beyond a performative mode of engagement that is currently seen in Vietnam. What role 
then is there for international NGOs and donors, and how would a sequential, step-wise 
approach along the four dimensions of bridging organization be useful? To answer this 
question, further analysis of the attitudes and practices of different kinds of Vietnamese and 
international NGOs in promoting co-management should be combined with studies of 
NGO-state relations in natural resource management in other state-dominated Asian 
societies such as China and Laos. 

Finally, our study feeds into the wider literature on bridging organizations in adaptive co-
management. In adaptive co-management of natural resources, but perhaps even in wider 
sectors of science policy interface, bridging organizations can and do play different roles in 
different countries, depending on among others the level of economic development and the 
degree of independent civil society development. NGOs are not everywhere well-placed to 
facilitate collaboration across organizational levels and knowledge systems and strengthen 
social capital and capacity of local communities. In developing countries with a less well-
organized and independent civil society NGOs have clearly less political space, resources 
and possibility to fulfil all four functions of bridging organizations. Hence the theory of 
bridging organizations needs to better engage with a wider diversity of political contexts in 
which co-management is being implemented. 
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Chapter 6 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

1. Introduction  

Vietnam’s national Special Use Forest system was established to promote national nature 
and biodiversity conservation. However, it is argued that the SUF system has 
malfunctioned because of the way in which it is managed across the country (McElwee, 
2016). The deficiencies of the SUF system have been listed as a lack of property rights, 
weak engagement with supporting local livelihood in around management areas and the 
government’s strong reluctance to manage SUFs with meaningful collaboration with other 
societal actors (McElwee, 2004; Sikor and Phuc, 2011; McElwee, 2016). To fix this system, 
NGOs and scholars alike have argued for a shift to co-management to ensure that these 
structural limitations of state-led SUF management are overcome (IUCN, 2010; Sikor and 
Phuc, 2011). Following these calls over the last decade, co-management has been 
introduced into Vietnamese SUFs management with an originally normative emphasis on 
finding ‘win-win’ solutions that could link conservation and development activities. In 
particular the government has seen co-management as a means of boosting the role and 
function of the SUF system to support the implementation of the Comprehensive 
Development and Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction Strategy, in addition to more 
mainstream policies associated with national industrialization and modernization (Sunderlin 
and Ba, 2005). At first glance, it can be concluded that co-management has progressed at a 
gradual pace since 2000, towards a more people centric mode of national SUF 
management. 

As argued throughout this thesis, however, the degree to which co-management has been 
included into the national SUF programme has to be viewed from multiple scales, and 
based on grounded empirical evidence, rather than policy statements alone. International 
experience with natural resource co-management, in large part based in liberal democracies 
in North America and Europe (e.g. Pinkerton, 1994; Jentoft and McCay, 1995; Kendrick, 
2003; Pahl-Wost and Hare, 2004; Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2006; Berkes, 2009; Baird, 
Plummer et al., 2016), demonstrates the often embedded nature of ‘success’, including a 
thick understanding of the socio-economic and political context within which interventions 
are based. Based on these same studies it is clear that decentralization is a key linchpin to 
co-management because it directly relates to the mobilization and welfare of those local 
communities at the centre of natural resource use conflict (Campbell and Vainio-Mattila, 
2003; Borrini-Feyerabend, Pimbert et al., 2004). However, the results presented in the 
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preceding chapters also demonstrate the importance of understanding decentralization as a 
political rather than managerial process. As outlined by Pomeroy (1995), the planning and 
implementation of a co-management system “ ... require the development of new legal, 
administrative and institutional arrangements at both national and community levels to 
complement contemporary political, economic, social and cultural structures” (Pomeroy, 
1995, p. 143). In other words, considering the political dimension of the design of co-
management is a “necessary prerequisite without which ... initiatives are unlikely to 
succeed” (Macfadyen, Cacaud et al., 2005, p. iv). By taking the politics of co-management as 
a starting point, this thesis has questioned whether co-management arrangements for nature 
protection in a centralized state like Vietnam will look similar to co-management in market-
oriented liberal democracies. 

Pluralism, Communication and Negotiation, Social-learning, Transactive decision-making 
and Shared actions and/or Commitments are prominent dimensions of co-management 
(Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a). Pluralism relates to the inclusion of various interests 
and/or inputs in the process of co-management. Communication and Negotiation is a key 
dimension of co-management which can be enabled through information exchange and 
feedback in order to gain consensus and common understanding amongst stakeholders. 
Social learning refers to on-going knowledge creation by sharing values, jointly 
implementing actions, reflecting upon feedback, and incorporating knowledge generated 
from a given experience into new collective practices of resource management. Transactive 
decision-making focuses on the process through which information from multiple types of 
knowledge contribute to more equitable and efficient co-management processes. And 
Shared actions and/or commitments refer to the willingness of all actors to undertake joint 
activities under collaborative forms of management. Generally, these dimensions of co-
management illustrate the inclusion and equitable interactions between actors at multi levels 
and scales, the orientation toward power and responsibility sharing and the upgrading of 
local positions in the co-management arrangement (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a; 
Armitage, Marschke et al., 2008; Bene, Belal et al., 2009). In other words, co-management 
exercises a real process of devolution and decentralisation (Bene, Belal et al., 2009). 
Additionally, in most interpretations of co-management, local governance is much more 
than local government. Co-management comes with a call “for a government to 
decentralise, delegate or devolve authority and responsibilities in several branches of social 
life to the lowest possible level with capacity to take responsibility for the relevant tasks” 
(Borrini-Feyerabend, Pimbert et al., 2004, p. 356). According to various scholars, co-
management is also regarded as a base for gaining a capacity of adaptability of a social-
ecological system in response to changing conditions and disturbance events (Harkes, 2006; 
Lebel, Anderies et al., 2006; Armitage, Marschke et al., 2008; Berkes, 2009). In order to 
become adaptive, a co-management arrangement requires openness to learning in order to 
accept the inevitability of change, and achieve the ability to treat interventions as 
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experiments. Learning develops relationships among the actors that constitute co-
management processes (Armitage, Marschke et al., 2008). Learning and adaptive co-
management altogether are critical for cross-scale linkages or linking functions (horizontally 
and vertically) (Harkes, 2006; Wilson, Ahmed et al., 2006; Plummer and Armitage, 2007; 
Armitage, Marschke et al., 2008). By linking iterative learning and knowledge generation 
with power-sharing, adaptive co-management provides a potential solution to resolving 
complex social-ecological problems (Berkes, 2009; Butler, Young et al.; 2015). With high 
adaptability, actors of the arrangement have the capacity to reorganize the system within its 
desired states (Folke, Hahn et al., 2005; Lebel, Anderies et al., 2006; Plummer and 
Armitage, 2007). Besides the above theoretical perspectives, to qualitatively measure the 
degree in which power is shared between government and local people along the five 
characteristics of co-managements we also included a scale of co-management based on 
Sen and Nielsen’s classification (1996), ranging from government-based management 
system to a community-led co-management (Sen and Nielsen, 1996). 

With these conceptual notions this thesis addresses the following two research questions: 

1. How can the current  form of co-management in Vietnam’s national system of Special 
Use Forests governance be characterised? 

2. How and to what extent can a more adaptive form of SUF co-management be 
developed and implemented in Vietnam’s forest management?  

To find answers to these research questions the previous chapters have examined the types 
and extent of co-management in Vietnamese SUFs from national level policy to locally 
specific case studies. In doing so the thesis has drawn together an analysis that uses multiple 
methods to triangulate evidence across multiple levels, including a wide range of public and 
private actors. Such an approach makes a valuable contribution to the study of co-
management because it moves beyond the common case study approach to position local 
manifestations of co-management in their wider national political economic context. 
Chapter 2 focused on the broad legal and policy framework within which SUF co-
management exists, focusing on the degree to which this framework can allow for a 
decentralised form of co-management that is both responsive and adaptive to the local 
diversity inherent to the national SUF system. Chapter 3 then examined the extent to which 
SUFs across the country have taken up key elements of adaptive co-management. The final 
two empirical chapters then investigated the form and dimensions of power relations that 
exist between state and non-state actors in both vertical and horizontal dimensions and the 
role that NGOs in particular play in bridging local and state interests and goals. 
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In this final chapter, the main findings from this research are reviewed and discussed in 
terms of its contributions to theoretical perspectives of co-management, especially linking 
with international practices of co-management arrangements. These altogether lead to the 
conclusion that co-management in the context of the centralised state of Vietnam is 
exercised in its own Vietnamese “style”, which has been labelled “administrative co-
management”. The next section concludes on the key dimensions of this Vietnamese style 
of co-management.  Subsequently, the possibilities for overcoming this administrative co-
management in Vietnam are outlined in section 3. Section four relates these conclusions on 
Vietnam’s system of co-management on SUFs to the wider perspective on co-management 
in other ‘mono-organizational’ states. The last section formulates recommendations based 
on this thesis. 

 

2. Key dimensions of Vietnamese co-management 

2.1 Moving beyond an ‘instructive mode’ of SUF co-management  

Co-management relates to various forms of partnership between public and private actors 
that defines a degree of shared responsibility for functions and entitlements related to the 
management of natural resources (Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Ratner, Oh et al., 2012). 
There is no one model or blue-print for co-management; instead academic scholarship has 
focused on the degree to which co-management arrangements can create adaptive 
responses from the parties involved to deal with different rates of environmental and social 
change (Folke, Carpenter et al., 2002; Armitage, Plummer et al., 2008; Plummer, 2013). A 
considerable amount of attention has been given to the institutional design of co-
management arrangements but few studies have undertaken in depth investigations of the 
degree to which state policy and legislation enable or constrain the emergence and 
type/form of co-management. Even less attention has been given to the specific challenges 
that centralized ‘mono-organizational’ socialist states such as Vietnam (Thayer, 1995) face 
in transitioning to a collaborative mode of natural resources management.  

The first finding of this thesis is that the Vietnamese government sets a clear intention in 
policy and law to actively diversify the number and type of actors engaged in SUF 
management. Consistent throughout the review of policy and legal documents reviewed in 
chapter 2 there is a clear focus on the participation of local resource users, reflecting the 
wider political rhetoric of Vietnamese socialism as shown in its very popular slogan “the 
people know, the people discuss, the people do and the people monitor” (Bui Hai Thiem, 
2015; Hoang Van Nghia, 2015). However, what also emerged from the review is a poor 
coverage of legitimation by the state of the right of resource users to organise and enforce 
SUF co-management. What is notably absent is any real commitment to the 
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decentralisation of SUF management through for example the recognition of community-
based SUF management arrangements, or an allocation of management functions to private 
actors beyond those either within or close to the state. In contradiction to the wider 
literature on co-management, which stresses the importance of decentralised and locally 
adaptive forms of co-management (Borrini-Feyerabend, Pimbert et al., 2004; Ribot, 
Agrawal et al., 2006; Armitage, Plummer et al., 2009; Berkes, 2009; Berkes, 2010; 
Cronkleton, Pulhin et al., 2012), the participation of any other actors in SUF arrangement 
remains centralised and steered by governmental agencies or political organisations such as 
the Commune People’s Committees. Similarly, two-way communication and negotiation 
among SUF actors for a shared understandings and vision is only weakly supported by the 
state. Effective communication and negotiation on SUFs is clearly delegated to the Vietnam 
Fatherland Fronts. However it is difficult to find any specific SUF legal text that explicitly 
outlines how ‘two-way’ interactions with non-state actors, that would conform to 
international views of co-management (Borrini-Feyerabend, Pimbert et al., 2004; Plummer 
and FitzGibbon, 2004a; Cronkleton, Pulhin et al., 2012), should be organized and take 
place in SUF management. Commune People’s Councils, Communes, and the Commune 
Vietnam Fatherland Fronts are required to assure processes of two-ways communication 
and negotiation from the grassroots to higher governmental levels.  

In terms of social learning, some administrative support for co-management arrangements 
are provided in policy and legislation, such as human and financial resources. However, 
crucial requirements and lessons for co-management arrangements to enable greater and 
more equal interactions among actors, and which ultimately lead to gradual improvements 
in conservation, are not outlined in the legal framework. This means that while there is an 
intention for on-going knowledge creation, as well as the incorporation of this  knowledge 
into new collective practices of resource management (Davidson-Hunt and O’Flaherty, 
2007; Berkes 2009), it remains unclear how the responsibilities for achieving such learning 
is operationalised by the state. Finally, while incentives have been mandated for SUF 
participatory management, market approaches such as Payment for Environmental Services 
PES and ecotourism have not been given a clear set of rules within which investments can 
been made in SUFs. And where they have been set up, there is no clear mechanism for 
benefit sharing with local people surrounding SUFs. The overall conclusion is that the 
government keep controls over SUF ownership and the resource rights, while local people 
are seen as a form of human resource at the disposal of the state to utilize for management 
and conservation activities. This finding is similar to those of other studies in Vietnam (e.g. 
Sikor, 2001; Sunderlin, 2006; Thanh and Sikor, 2006; Sikor and Thanh, 2007; McElwee, 
2012; To, Dressler et al., 2012). 
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So while there is a clear intention for the development of SUF co-management, it is biased 
towards what has been labelled by Sen and Nielsen (1996) an ‘instructive model’, 
characterised by only minimal exchange of information between government and users. A 
series of key observations can be drawn from the legal and policy review that underlie the 
development of co-management. First, it illustrates the tension between decentralization 
and centralization of SUF management. The government may be willing to call for more 
participation, but it appears reluctant to delegate significant authority to manage natural 
resources to local communities and organisations (Pomeroy, 1995). Second, the overlapping 
mandated responsibilities of governmental agencies creates a difference between the 
rhetoric and reality in biodiversity conservation and environmental protection. The lack of 
clarity around property rights has undermined attempts by management boards to engage 
communities in co-management (Nguyen Hai Van, 2014). According to Cronkleton (2012), 
the way partial devolution of rights take place creates a faulty co-management system and 
excludes many community groups from participating. Additionally, “state forest 
bureaucracies are often rigid or unwilling to evaluate or adjust regulatory frameworks, but 
flexibility is necessary to practice co-management locally. As a result, “balancing the need to 
address local contexts without dissipating policy frameworks into myriad locally specific 
rules is a challenge” (Cronkleton, Pulhin et al., 2012, p. 101). However, “local institutions 
have better knowledge of local needs, and, when endowed with powers, are more likely to 
respond to local aspirations” and “more easily held accountable by local populations”; and 
at the central of aspirations they need a say in their own affairs (Ribot, Agrawal et al., 2006, 
p. 1865). 

What this result shows is that for the Vietnamese government to move beyond an 
instructive mode of co-management the first step will be the revision of the legal and policy 
framework. Considering co-management as a ‘process’, as outlined by Plummer and Baird 
(2013), means that the refinement of this legal and policy framework could be taken up 
through a process of co-creation.  This would require the establishment of a collaborative 
process through which a clearer delineation of rights and responsibilities around SUFs are 
set out in policy and law. In line with co-management in other parts of the world, one 
specific area of development could be a framework for the inclusion of customary laws into 
SUF policy and legislation because “co-management is not merely about resources, it is 
mostly about managing relationships” (Berkes, 2009, p. 1692). People whose livelihoods are 
affected by resource management should have a say in management measures to increase 
the legitimacy and compliance of the resource management (Davidson-Hunt and 
O’Flaherty, 2007; Berkes, 2009). A second area that this finding also highlights is the need 
for an improved framework for communication and negotiation with local resource users in 
which the right of dialogue and the accountability of government organisations are more 
focused. “In a nutshell, “participatory management needs participatory roots” such as some 
measure of effective dialogue, discussion of issues and participatory democracy internal to 
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all relevant social actors” (Borrini-Feyerabend, Pimbert et al., 2004, p. 175). A better 
communication and mutual learning through treating local/indigenous people as equal 
participants in processes of co-management also theoretically lead to creating more 
adaptiveness of the system (Armitage, Marschke et al., 2008; Watson, 2013). Moreover, it 
should also change the current practice that local authorities tend to be accountable upward 
to the central authorities of the state rather than accountable horizontally or downward in 
natural resource management (Lebel, Anderies et al., 2006). 

2.2 Administrative co-management as a brand of Vietnamese SUF co-management 

A key tenet of adaptive co-management is that specific arrangements are required to deal 
with the variety of biophysical and social conditions apparent in any given situation. 
Ambitions for more adaptive forms of management in Vietnamese SUFs are widely stated, 
largely in response to a central issue in the current makeup of the national SUF system. 
That is, while the size and number of SUFs has increased over the last two decades, the 
biodiversity within these areas continues to decline (ICEM, 2003; VEPA, 2007; MONRE, 
2011a). It is therefore salient to look at the potential for a greater decentralization of state 
authority and increased public involvement in order to create locally adaptive co-
management arrangements rather than prescriptive forms of (near) one-size-fits-all modes 
of co-management (see Armitage et al., 2009; Marin and Berkes, 2010). Against this 
background this thesis assessed the extent to which SUFs – in the real world – are, if at all, 
shifting from conventional government-based management to decentralised and adaptive 
forms of co-management. 

Based on the results of the national survey presented in Chapter 3, the second result of this 
thesis is that the type of actual co-management varies little between the four different 
categories of SUFs (national parks, nature reserves, habitat and species reserves, and 
landscape protected areas). In general, SUF management arrangements appears to be 
equivalent to a “cooperative” form of co-management as defined by Sen and Nielsen 
(1996). This extends beyond the first result of the thesis, which indicates that policy and the 
legal framework around SUFs would only allow state controlled or ‘instructive’ forms of 
co-management. However, what the results also show is that within this co-operative 
classification, a particular Vietnamese “style” of co-management is observed. Based again 
on the dimensions of adaptive co-management outlined by Plummer and FitzGibbon 
(2004; 2006), this Vietnamese style can be labelled as ‘administrative’ in nature and defined 
as follows. First, despite a degree of pluralism being evident, the stakeholders involved are 
predominantly part of the state system. Second, communication and negotiation is based on 
instruction rather than transactive decision making – something that is supported in policy 
and legislation (see above). Third, the one-way nature of instruction leads to very little in 
the way of what could be labelled social learning – meaning also that higher level authorities 
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also do not respond to or adapt policy and legislation in response to management boards, 
for instance. Finally, any form of shared action is hindered by the weak recognition of local 
people’s rights, historical values and indigenous customs, and a lack of incentive-based 
policies to motivate stakeholders to collaborate with SUFs.  

The essence of administrative Vietnamese co-management is therefore that final decision-
making power on management remains strongly in the hands of the state in general and the 
provincial government in particular. Conversely local people are not formally involved in 
policy formulation around SUFs but, in support of the first result outlined above, relegated 
to a form of labour in conservation and management activities. Benefit sharing is only 
revealed in a few SUFs in which local people can harvest some kinds of non-timber forest 
products. But perhaps most characteristic of administrative co-management is the position 
of local people, who remain in general terms a threat rather than a collaborator in natural 
resource management. 

Administrative co-management may be characteristic of not only Vietnam, but also wider 
aspirations of collaborative natural resource management in centralised states. Indeed, there 
is a relative dearth of research that covers such forms of natural resource management in 
these centralised states (with some exceptions, see Arthur, 2005; Chen, Shivakoti et al., 
2012; Ting, Shivakoti et al., 2012). Instead the literature on (adaptive) co-management has 
an analytical and normative bias to liberal economies, where individual and even collective 
property rights are more clearly defined and enforced, and stakeholder deliberation is 
largely mainstreamed (Essen and Hansen, 2015). The first and second results of the thesis 
therefore demonstrate some fundamental contradictions to the essential ideals of co-
management, which emphasise partnerships between government agencies, local 
communities and resource users, non-governmental organisations and other stakeholders, 
in order to negotiate, agree upon, guarantee and implement a fair share of management 
functions, benefits and responsibilities for the management of resources (Borrini-
Feyerabend, Pimbert et al., 2004). The question remains what the unequal power 
distribution that underlies administrative co-management means for changes in the future 
to aspirations to Vietnamese co-management.  

2.3 Towards a networked vision of co-management 

Under the current SUF management, one of the major challenges for moving beyond an 
administrative mode of co-management is to promote flexibility and local adaptability 
through SUF management boards within the overall still rigid structure of vertical state 
networks. Examining this challenge leads to the third result of the thesis. Using a critical 
institutional perspective (based on Ratner et al., 2012), case study research demonstrated 
the importance of vertical linkages in the administrative co-management arrangement to 
improve the capacity and responsibilities of SUF Management Boards and to facilitate more 
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participative co-management. While this vertical relationship opens up new and potentially 
constructive ways to think about the specific role of central state actors, in addition to those 
operating closer to resource users (such as management boards), it also demonstrates how 
state actors co-determine the development of community capacities to engage in 
cooperative forms of conservation in state-run SUFs. 

The four cases investigated – Cu Lao Cham, Xuan Thuy, Nui Chua, Khau Ca – provide 
details on the extent to which SUF management is yet to fully shift from a centralised state-
based model of management to a decentralised form of adaptive of co-management. 
Although a diversity of actors are legitimised by the state to engage in co-management 
across these four cases, their contribution to the day-to-day co-management activities is 
limited by a fundamentally unequal division of political and fiscal control, mainly in the 
hands of the Provincial People’s Committee. Strengthening the first two results of the 
thesis, the cases demonstrate the reliance of SUF management boards on the allocative 
power of vertically ‘higher’ actors to organise and operationalise horizontal relations (e.g. 
Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2006; Marín et al., 2012). But the results from these case 
comparisons also demonstrate that if participative mechanisms are not put in place by these 
vertically dominant state actors then local actors are stifled in their goals of creating 
‘horizontal’ co-management relations.  

Although more evidence would be needed to make a definitive conclusion, the cases also 
appear to show that when the Provincial People’s Committee is bypassed there is more 
scope for ‘horizontal’ co-management. What this result indicates is the particularly 
dominant role of the Provincial People’s Committee over the capacity of SUF management 
boards to fulfil any form of co-management. The Provincial People’s Committees hold 
executive decision making power and control the financial resources on which SUFs rely. If 
a Provincial People’s Committee holds nature conservation as a priority, and is willing to 
devolve power to others in the co-management network, a participative and problem 
solving form of co-management easily emerges. However, if the Provincial People’s 
Committee does not prioritize conservation, or community engagement, their central role 
and power can block the involvement of other (vertical and horizontal) actors, and in doing 
so undermine the resolution of common interests, benefit sharing and joint decision 
making. It therefore appears that the Provincial People’s Committee is the key actor in the 
emergence of the ‘administrative’ mode of co-management observed in Vietnam. 

This third result of the thesis also opens up a seeming contradiction when considering how 
to overcome this dominant and apparently counterproductive role the Provincial People’s 
Committee plays in SUF co-management. While the central government has sought to 
decentralize control over SUFs to Provincial authorities, it seems that what has emerged 
instead is a level of control that is not uniform in its conservation goals across the country. 
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To overcome this situation it appears that one of two changes are needed. First, bypass the 
Provincial People’s Committee to ensure more direct control by the central government, 
with second, a view to institute a balance between creating a stronger vision for co-
management at the level of SUFs and allowing enough autonomy of SUF management 
boards to implement activities and engage with local communities. But importantly, the 
result also shows that the capacity of management boards to perform their mandated 
functions improves when they work with international organisations and when they 
introduce benefit sharing mechanisms for local communities. Such external influences do 
not equate to a weakening of state power (see Gainsborough, 2007; Wischermann, 2011 for 
reviews on this debate). On the contrary, it is still the state that facilitates and conditions 
both vertical and horizontal collaborations of SUF management boards, but in a way that 
promotes rather than restricts collaboration with non-state actors. 

2.4 Creating space for NGOs as bridging actors 

The fourth result of the thesis indicates that NGOs can play an important role in reforming 
administrative co-management in Vietnam by developing capacities as bridging actors. By 
supporting SUF management boards and by facilitating ongoing relationships with local 
communities and the government, NGOs can ‘bridge’ collaboration across levels, sectors 
and knowledge systems. 

Evidence from a national survey and four NGO case studies indicate that NGOs can fulfil 
four bridging roles, albeit currently to varying levels of success. First, NGOs adopt diverse 
approaches for information and knowledge exchange. However, the results also indicate 
that until now the specific modes of information exchange have been performative rather 
than transformative due to a lack of mandated space provided by the government. Second, 
NGOs play an important role in building a common vision around SUF co-management 
based on both international and domestic experiences. At the same time, it appears that 
officials are reticent to make any changes to SUF policy because of an unwillingness to 
devolve any decision making control away from the state as ‘best practice’ experiences 
would dictate. Third, NGOs can be a neutral arbiter of partnerships between private 
sectors, scientists, and other NGOs. But further success in this role would require a shift 
away from the singular focus on state (controlled) networks, as illustrated in chapter 4. 
Fourth, NGOs demonstrate they have an important role in strengthening community 
empowerment by directly supporting capacity building and providing human and financial 
resources to communities. Yet this role is also currently constrained in Vietnam given that 
this bridging function is often deemed as a political activity by the state and therefore 
restricted. NGOs are only able to focus on facilitating participation at provincial and 
national conferences and meetings where local communities are able to voice concern, but 
are not able to make demands on how these concerns are dealt with beyond what Coe 
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(2015) refers to as the “rightful resistance” of holding the government accountable to its 
own purported values.  

These findings hold implications for understanding the role how bridging organisations 
operate in centralised ‘mono-organisational’ states such as Vietnam (Wischermann, 2010). 
Vietnamese NGOs may be fundamentally constrained from fulfilling bridging functions 
given their close association with the state. By the same token, international NGOs are 
likely to remain under strong restrictions from the central government and hampered in 
their effective functioning as bridging organizations by their limited knowledge of and 
access to the Vietnamese political/state system. The gap between the capacity and current 
function of both Vietnamese and international NGOs appears to be gradually closing, yet 
there remain clear barriers to fulfilling meaningful bridging roles (see also Zingerli, 2005; 
Thayer, 2009). To overcome these barriers, and with them advancing an administrative 
mode of Vietnamese co-management, two key factors appears necessary. First, a greater 
level of international collaboration appears necessary to provide increased flows of 
information, best-practice experiences and financial resources, as well as some political 
room for manoeuvre to engage in both co-management policy and implementation. 
Second, a ‘staged strategy’ by NGOs appears necessary: focusing on maintaining a degree 
of pragmatism in less political/controversial activities such as information exchange, and 
then followed up by engagement in more sensitive or politicized areas like community 
empowerment; as long as the Party’s central authority is not challenged (Marsten, 2012). 
This in turn opens up a new perspective on bridging functions, which are assumed to be 
performed simultaneous rather than in sequential orders in the wider literature on co-
management.  

In sum, understanding the extent to which bridging functions can be implemented, by 
which types of NGOs and in what order, holds wider theoretical implications for 
innovations in co-management arrangements where bridging between societal and state 
actors is constrained by strong political oversight. This is important because co-
management has seen a considerable development in contexts of more democratized states 
(e.g. Pahl-Wost, Sendzimir et al., 2007; Pahl-Wostl, Craps et al., 2007; Rathwell and 
Peterson, 2012). While co-management has been tested and developed in developing 
countries, the specific differences in their political structure compared to advanced liberal 
democracies have rarely been taken into consideration. If institutional change is the 
ultimately outcome, with adaptive processes institutionalized across multiple levels, then the 
bridging functions of NGOs need to be considered in context.  
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3. Conditions for overcoming ‘administrative co-management’ 

These key results of the thesis outlined above identify and define administrative co-
management in Vietnamese SUFs. In doing so the thesis points to the specific challenges of 
collaborative forms of natural resource management in centralized states. The results also 
show that while ambitions for collaborative management are derived from what is widely 
seen as an international imperative or ‘best practice’, its translation into Vietnam could be 
considered partial at best. Does this mean that there is little hope for the development of 
adaptive forms of co-management in the context of centralized ‘mono-organisational’ 
states? The answer drawn from the results above should be: ‘not necessarily’. The results 
clearly indicate that co-management is practiced in Vietnam, but at a level where state 
imperatives remain key to the specific arrangements that are implemented at the level of 
SUFs. More specifically, the results also show that an administrative co-management is a 
likely outcome when a combination of three key principles of adaptive co-management are 
not addressed: pluralism, accountability and incentivisation. Working within the context of 
a centralized state does therefore not mean that adaptive forms of collaborative 
management are not possible. As I argue in the rest of this chapter, these three inter-related 
principles (see Figure 6.1) offer insights into how measures can be taken to ensure that an 
administrative co-management regime can be made more adaptive to local conditions and 
therefore more effective in instituting conservation measures in SUFs. 

 

Figure 6.1. Relational framework for reforming administrative co-management in  
centralised mono-organisational states 
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3.1 Pluralism  

Pluralism is seen as a key component for increasing legitimacy as well as effectiveness in co-
management (Plummer and FitzGibbon, 2004a; Berkes, 2009). The major results of the 
thesis outlined above indicate that pluralism is restricted under the administrative mode of 
co-management employed by the Vietnamese state. As indicated in Figure 6.1, pluralism is 
also the first principles that needs to be reformed, but not in isolation from accountability 
and incentivisation. Here I first address a strategy for dealing with pluralism in and of itself 
before moving on the other two related principles.  

Although stated as such, pluralism is not per se a limiting factor in Vietnamese 
administrative co-management: there is considerable policy and legislation that stipulates 
that different state and non-state actors should be involved in natural resource management 
in general, and SUF management in particular. Instead, what is limiting effectiveness is active 
participation in Vietnamese SUFs, meaning that the inclusion of non-state actors (and indeed 
in many cases state actors) is largely performative. This means that while non-state actors 
are given access to decision making spaces and processes they do not, by design, have 
influence over the decisions being made (cf. Persha and Andersson, 2014; Pham, Gregorio 
et al., 2014; Phuc, Westen et al., 2014). If co-management is to emerge as a means of 
promoting shared responsibility and authority, then pluralism needs to be both actively 
participatory while at the same time moving beyond the state. Based on the results of this 
thesis, I argue that an active mode of pluralism and participation can be realized if two 
things are taken up in the reform of co-management. First, existing policy and legislation 
needs to allow for the extension of the kinds of horizontal networks outlined in Chapter 4, 
and second, a clearer mandate for NGOs is needed to allow them to not only attend 
national fora, but take a state sanctioned ‘bridging role’ in the development of co-
management networks around SUFs. 

What then would pluralism look like in a centralised mono-organisational state like 
Vietnam? To answer this question, it is necessary to consider new modes of public 
participation which are steered by the Vietnamese state. It is clear from the results that 
Vietnamese administrative co-management allows for non-state involvement, but it appears 
that the direct involvement of these actors is limited by the attempts by state actors to 
maintain decision making control. A new mandate for non-state actors to provide support 
in the form of knowledge and experiences around nature conservation techniques and 
finance could be a starting point for such reform (Pomeroy, McConney et al., 2004). Similar 
arrangements have been established in Vietnam in the case of non-state forms of regulation 
for forestry and aquaculture certification (e.g. Ha and Bush, 2010; Bowers, Eastin et al.; 
2012). There is no reason to think that a similarly facilitating role of the state could be 
established for co-management arrangements in nature protection. Indeed, the engagement 
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of both domestic and international non-state actors is already evident in many SUFs, albeit 
with highly variable levels of participation in decision making. Reflecting the findings of 
chapters 4 and 5, attention could initially be given to politically less sensitive issues such as 
encouraging activities that are focused on local livelihood development, the integration of 
indigenous and scientific knowledge. However, over time, attention could also be given to 
institutional changes that enable devolution of co-management beyond the state.  

Reforming the administrative co-management regime would also require a clearer mandate 
for Vietnamese and international NGOs alike to fulfil a bridging role. As outlined in 
chapters 3 and 5, SUF management based solely on the state in Vietnam is infeasible due to 
the lack of finance and human resources. By partnering with NGOs the state could extend 
the current administrative co-management regime to delegate specific functions to them, 
such as data collection, monitoring and enforcement (see also KimDung, Bush et al., 2016a; 
KimDung, Bush et al., 2016b). If an active form of pluralism can be balanced with 
continued state guidance, local empowerment may also ensue to an extent that would allow 
for state control over a national agenda, but at the same time provide space for adaptive 
decision making under the guidance of bridging NGOs. By using these NGOs as a 
legitimate ‘third party’ or arbiter of co-management relations the role of non-state actors 
could be more clearly defined and utilized to reach state objectives (see Carlsson and 
Berkes, 2005; Redpath, Young et al., 2013). For example, private actors could be engaged to 
increase legally economic activities relating to nature conservation and local livelihood 
development, and local people could be given monitored levels of resource extraction to 
support local livelihoods while at the same time engaging them in long term plans for 
nature conservation activities. Under a reformed administrative co-management regime 
decision making would ultimately remain with SUF management boards, but be supported 
by these NGOs who could provide a basis for more legitimate management measures, and 
even increase rule compliance. Reflecting Pomeroy (1995) and McBeath and Rosenberg 
(2006), if successful, the current administrative co-management regime could be made more 
accountable to resource users and their needs, as well as better able to consider local 
complexities and uncertainties. Therefore, it would help to improve compliance to 
regulations, provide more locally relevant management plans, reduce poverty through 
diversifying economic activities and community participation.  

3.2 Accountability  

As outlined by Plummer (2013) co-management is not only advocated because it holds the 
potential to enhance the effectiveness of natural resource protection and management, but 
also because it brings stakeholder participation and therefore fairness, transparency, 
legitimacy and accountability to management (Jentoft, 2000). Based on the results of this 
thesis, I argue that it is accountability that requires the most attention when considering 
reforms of the current administrative co-management regime.  
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The reason for focusing on accountability is because it is procedurally mandated in 
Vietnamese policy and legislation, as outlined in chapter 2, while also being a fundamental 
firmament to other governance principles of fairness, transparency and legitimacy (see 
Bennett and Dearden, 2014; Dore, 2014; Ho, Woodley et al., 2014). Furthermore, 
accountability represents the need to create clear procedural reforms in support of 
pluralism (see Figure 6.1). If non-state actors are to be meaningfully involved in SUF co-
management then, following Ho et al. 2014 and Marschke et al. 2014, open lines of 
communication, expectations and two-way sanctions between the state and those non-state 
actors need to be clearly stipulated and enforced. As argued by Sikor and Phuc (2011), high 
levels of accountability are key to avoiding potential conflicts of interests where a central 
state holds a monopoly on management tasks, including monitoring and enforcement and 
conflict resolution. Using the rise of institutionally supported corruption and what the 
authors term ‘mutual degradation’ of state agents responsible for forest resources, Sikor and 
Phuc (2011) argue for clearer lines of accountability. Based on the key results of the thesis, 
and drawing on the principles of adaptive co-management outlined by Plummer and 
FitzGibbon (2004a), I argue that accountability can be improved by ensuring greater 
degrees of transactive decision-making by non-state actors. 

The results from the cross-case analysis in chapter 4 show that in some instances SUF 
management boards and non-state actors, such as multi-level governments, international 
organizations, and NGOs, have put in place arrangements to enhance communication and 
negotiation with local people. The specific case of Xuan Thuy national park is particularly 
insightful. There, local compliance with SUF regulations was supported by communicative 
structures that allowed the management board to understand the demands of local people. 
The result was a negotiated arrangement through which local people were granted limited 
access to SUF resources that ultimately led to lower levels of conflict and rule violation in 
and around the park. Reflecting on Figure 6.1, ensuring accountability within the existing 
administrative regime is essential for increasing trust in existing institutions. The case of 
Xuan Thuy illustrates that within this existing regime greater levels of communication and 
negotiation can be put in place that ensure greater accountability in both the design and 
ongoing management of the park. In line with Plummer and FitzGibbon (2004a) and 
Berkes (2009), enabling and instituting processes to exchange information and feedback to 
gain consensus and common understanding among state and non-state actors alike can 
equate to effective deliberation without radical changes to the central role of the state in 
SUF management.  

Reflecting on the findings of chapter 4 and 5, such reforms could occur within the state and 
as such would crucially require both greater accountability of state actors at on-site level, 
such as Commune and District People’s Committees, the SUF management boards and the 
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implementation of the existing Democracy at Grass-Roots programme of the central 
government (Vietnam National Assembly, 2007). In addition, the Vietnam Fatherland 
Front need to be effectively exercised in accordance with what has been mandated in the 
Vietnamese legal framework at all levels. However, also following from chapter 4, the 
establishment of deliberative processes amongst state and non-state actors would ultimately 
involve the Provincial People’s Committee and MARD, given their role in final decision 
making relating to SUF management. Reflecting the findings of others in Vietnam (Fritzen, 
2006; Sunderlin, 2006; Clement and Amezaga, 2009; Coe 2013), some degree of devolution 
away from the central and provincial government is essential for a high level of trans-active 
decision making. As evidence from Xuan Thuy presented in chapter 4 shows, district level 
authorities can be effective in delivering a platform for not only deliberation but also 
support to economic activities relating to the SUF resource. The market development for 
Xuan Thuy clams is a case in point. At the same time Commune People’s Committees have 
become active in planning, implementation and evaluation. If such mechanisms for trans-
active decision making are put in place in conjunction with greater and effective pluralism 
at the SUF level, greater accountability may be better supported. 

It is also important to note, however, that – although deemed successful – models of 
communication and negotiation seen in Xuan Thuy do not address more fundamental 
points of conflict surrounding SUF management in Vietnam. The focus that procedural 
elements of co-management like communication and negotiation bring to natural resource 
conflicts does not address some of the more controversial points of conflict apparent in 
Vietnam (and other centralised states, see Ho, 2001; Vandergeest, 2003; Barney, 2009), such 
as property rights. But as McElwee (2016) notes, there are also questions as to whether 
greater communication and negotiation are geared to deal with such issues. Although 
crucial to the livelihoods of people during processes of SUF establishment, property rights 
are also state centric in Vietnam and perhaps beyond the remit of co-management 
arrangements to resolve in the short term. However, long-term changes to property rights, 
already a subject of debate in Vietnam (e.g. Clement and Amezaga, 2013; Kemper, Ha et al., 
2013) would ultimately benefit from the engagement that greater accountability around 
‘conflict areas’ like SUFs could bring to the overall legitimacy of the state in aspirations for 
land reform. 

3.3 Incentives for administrative co-management 

The third principle upon which reforms to administrative co-management in Vietnam 
could be based is the recognition and development of incentives for state and non-state 
actors to engage with such reforms. The results drawn from all four chapters of this thesis 
indicate the need to identify and/or realign incentives for developing and maintaining 
collaborative forms of SUF management. It is also notable that incentivization has not been 
covered as a theme in the literature on adaptive co-management. As outlined throughout 
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this thesis considerable attention has been given to processual elements relating to 
enhanced collaboration in the wider co-management literature (see for recent examples 
Cinner, Daw et al., 2012; Plummer and Baird, 2013; Trimble and Berkes, 2015). However, I 
argue that understanding the incentive structure, which is more akin to institutional 
economic approaches (commonly associated with but not limited to payments for 
ecosystem services like approaches, see Tomich, Thomas et al., 2004; Hoang, Do et al., 
2013; Pham, Loft et al., 2015), can also be considered a third principle of reforming 
administrative co-management in centralized economies like Vietnam. As indicated in 
Figure 6.1, incentivization can complement both pluralism and accountability, given that it 
offers a means of encouraging wider engagement with non-state actors beyond legislated 
rules, and can make more clear the benefits that are available to those engaging in SUF 
management. 

Incentives are framed in Vietnamese policy and legislation as ‘benefit sharing’, which refers 
in its broadest sense to the distribution of revenues from activities related to the use of 
natural resources. No specific reference is made to benefit sharing from SUFs, but as 
indicated in chapters 3, 4 and 5, a number of benefits are (or could be) derived from 
economic activities as diverse as non-timber forest products, tourism and (restricted) timber 
harvesting (see also Sikor and Phuc, 2011; Marschke, Armitage et al., 2012). Overall, 
however, there is no systematic set of rules or administrative structures that can be drawn 
on to create clear and transparent benefits sharing mechanisms around SUFs. It is here, I 
argue, that reforms to the administrative mode of co-management in Vietnam can make a 
strong impact. In particular, the effective allocation of benefits in SUFs could be enhanced 
through deliberation amongst a wider group of actors, including economic actors, who – as 
shown in chapter 4 – are often marginalised from SUF (co-)management. It can also be 
enhanced by recognising that it is not only so called ‘resource users’ (i.e. local people) that 
can benefit from such benefit sharing models, but also decentralised levels of the state. As 
argued by Larson and Soto (2008), under the current forestry regime local authorities “... 
have little motivation to take forest-related initiatives, especially when they have little real 
authority over, and receive few benefits from, forest resources, when they do, these 
initiatives tend to emphasize obtaining economic benefits” (Larson and Soto, 2008, p. 220). 
If a more active mode of co-management is required, then not only legal authority, but also 
financial benefits need to be considered. However, returning to Figure 6.1, it would appear 
imperative that systems for accountability be developed in parallel to ensure ongoing trust 
and intervention of the state at these decentralised levels. 

In practical terms benefit sharing mechanisms could take many forms. Experience that 
already exists in Vietnam include auction systems for access rights as well as taxes and fees 
generated from tourism (e.g. Lloyd, 2004; Huong and Berkes, 2011; McElwee 2012). Other 
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benefit sharing mechanisms such as Payments for Ecosystem Services have also been 
trialled in Vietnam with varying levels of success (To, Dressler et al., 2012; Pham, Moeliono 
et al., 2014). Based on the findings of this thesis I would argue that benefit sharing does not 
have to be complex or offer opportunities for the financialization of SUF resources, 
especially given that such arrangements tend to remove control over funding from the 
resources and actors enacting management (see Dressler, Mahanty et al., 2015). Fees, taxes 
and access leases can all be more localized means of creating incentive mechanisms that can 
support management in line with co-management arrangements. Such mechanisms can 
thereby help to overcome deficiencies of administrative co-management and create 
financial motivations for SUF management among state organizations in addition to non-
state actors including resource users.  

Innovations in the delivery of incentives are clearly needed to provide some counterbalance 
to the growing demand for natural resources in and around SUFs in Vietnam, which is 
central to driving over-exploitation and biodiversity decline (Brook, Dudley et al., 2014; 
Nuwer and Bell, 2014; To 2015). This does not amount to a neo-liberalisation of the 
Vietnamese state, or a turn to the financialisation of environmental governance that 
disregard the particularities of specific places and peoples (Roth and Dressler, 2012). 
Instead incentives can be brought into local arrangements led by SUF management boards 
that can support local management activities. If these incentives can be developed in such a 
way that they stimulate greater active participation (therefore contributing to the goal of 
pluralism) and are supported by institutions that ensure accountability of both state and 
non-state actors at all levels of governance, then administrative co-management can be 
made more adaptive to local needs and potentially more effective in achieving state-led SUF 
goals. 

 

4. Co-management in ‘mono-organizational’ states 

According to Plummer and FitzGibbon (2004a) the distribution of rights and 
responsibilities pertaining to a particular resource among governments and local users is 
central to co-management. However, the emergent language of ‘adaptiveness’ in the natural 
resource management academic literature has been highly influential on the expansion of 
co-management beyond a binary relationship between the state and resource users. Co-
management now entails a far wider set of cross-scale relationships between state and non-
state actors at different levels and scales. It is fundamentally focused on arrangements that 
enable the continuous interaction between these actors, allowing them to adjust their 
positions, roles, and activities in processes of problem-solving around the stewardship of 
natural resource (Carlsson and Berkes, 2005; Armitage et al., 2008). It is this radical 
decentralisation that challenged the extent to which adaptive forms of co-management can 
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be relevant for mono-organisational states like Vietnam. As Pomeroy (1995) pointed out 
more than 20 years ago, “the actual form of co-management will depend upon the form of 
government and the political will for decentralization” (Pomeroy, 1995, p. 150). It is exactly 
this problematic that this thesis has addressed: is adaptive co-management possible in a 
system of SUFs that represent the central state in Vietnam? In this final section I want to 
broaden this discussion beyond Vietnam, to mono-organisational states in general. 

Administrative co-management is unlikely to be unique to Vietnam. In many countries of 
Southeast Asia degrees of central control around the management of natural resources, and 
especially those managed through national park systems, are observed. Indeed in countries 
like Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and China, national parks have a very similar history to 
Vietnam in terms of central control leading to local struggles and conflicts (see for example 
Nepal and Weber, 1995; Pomeroy, Parks et al., 2007; Fox, Fujita et al., 2009; Hanson, 
Brooks et al., 2009; Peluso and Lund, 2011). While in this short list only China, Myanmar 
and Laos might be considered ‘mono-organizational’, the centrality of natural resource and 
conservation planning is more common to all of these countries – largely (and long 
understood) as part of wider programs of state building and state control in peripheral 
regions (Vandergeest and Peluso, 1995; West, Igoe et al., 2006). Transitions towards more 
participative modes of national park management and conservation have long histories 
across all of these countries, and the degree to which adaptive co-management is currently 
in place remains limited by similar findings that emerge in this thesis – suspicion of NGOs, 
the fear of international notions of democracy eroding sovereign control over resources, 
and ongoing struggles of marginalized local communities around conservation parks (Roth, 
2004; West, Igoe et al., 2006). While single party states like Vietnam, China and Laos face 
an added layer of political ideology around decentralization and devolution, there remain 
wider challenges across regions like Southeast Asia in shifting from ‘administrative’ (in 
degrees of variation that might be visible from what is defined in this thesis) to adaptive 
modes of co-management. 

It is also likely that in countries with less political space for civil society new arrangements 
are required to provide NGOs the possibility to act as bridging organizations. This raises 
the possibility of a staged approach, in which a state agency operating at on-site level at a 
nexus of state and local people to coordinate all activities relating to resource management 
can fill an interim role, perhaps with the intention of moving towards the integration of 
NGOs in a bridging role. Such an agency would not set a precedent in co-management. As 
outlined by many scholars such as Berkes (2009), Olsson et al. (2007) and Folke et al. 
(2005), such agencies already exist and coordinate “the interaction of ... different kinds of 
knowledge (science and local) to co-produce new knowledge, and ... other tasks that enable 
co-operation: accessing resources, bringing together different actors, building trust, 
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common visions and goals, resolving conflicts, and networking” (Folke, Hahn et al., 2005; 
Olsson, Folke et al., 2007; Berkes, 2009). Bringing centralized states into co-management 
through such an agency cannot only create adaptive responses from the government in 
dealing with natural resource management and conservation. It can also inspire changes in 
perceptions towards the position of state agencies in resource management in the context 
of centralized states. Nonetheless, returning to the results of this thesis, the success of such 
an arrangement requires setting clear lines of accountability and incentives for plural and 
active participation of state and non-state actors alike. A first step towards such changes 
would require a clear and accountable legal environment at the central level.  

Another key reform for moving from administrative to more adaptive forms of co-
management is a change in the attitude and role of resource users. The tendency for 
centralized states to limit access to resources has in many cases exacerbated problems such 
as illegal logging. Evidence beyond Vietnam indeed shows that when local people are side-
lined and governmental agencies do not have the capacity to police such activities, progress 
towards effective conservation is severely hampered (Zingerli, 2005; Hayes, 2006; Boissiere, 
Sheil et al., 2009). A more adaptive regime therefore requires local people to become more 
active in resource conservation, which in turn emphasizes the need for political support 
within the state to create partnerships rather than subjects of protected area management. 
As Ratner et al. (2012) points out, a first step towards such a changed relationship would be 
a more just distribution of the benefits (and costs) of resource use across scales, which 
requires addressing not only the allocation of access and use rights but also the mechanisms 
by which the full range of stakeholders can interact equitably. 

Finally, and perhaps above all, any shift from administrative to adaptive co-management 
requires political will. As Pahl-Wostl (2009) asserted that “there would be no innovation or 
evolution to higher adaptive capacity if individuals or organizations never revisited basic 
values or beliefs. A lack of critical self-reflection is a severe constraint for societal learning 
and transitions to more sustainable resource governance approaches” (Pahl-Wostl, 2009, p. 
359). As this thesis shows, states are among the actors who need to exercise social-learning 
most to boost the entire arrangement move forward to adaptive co-management 
arrangement. To be more adaptive states have to become more reflexive of what is less or 
more likely to lead to outcomes that meet both the managerial and political project that co-
management represents. On this basis, shared experiences between mono-organizational 
states could be a first next step for research and policy alike. 
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5. Recommendations  

To close this thesis, I would like to make an urge for innovation in SUF administrative co-
management arrangements based on the findings of this research by providing 
recommendations for policy and further research for a better, co-managed, Vietnamese 
nature conservation.  

From the findings, I conclude that SUF co-management is practised and adaptive co-
management is possible in the context of a centralised state such as Vietnam. Boosting SUF 
administrative co-management – a Vietnamese “style” – towards a more internationally 
adaptive co-management is a promising process in order to gain effectiveness in SUF 
nature conservation today. And in this transition process, pluralism, accountability and 
incentivisation are the three intertwined key principles of the arrangement which should be 
addressed and placed central by governmental efforts. To do this, firstly the Vietnamese 
government needs a revision and coordination of the legal and policy framework in which 
it allows for a certain extension of horizontal networks, especially with local/indigenous 
resource users and ENGOs. Secondly, accountability of the arrangement needs a careful 
attention to be reformed in order to ensure greater degrees of trans-active decision making 
by non-state actors. Some degree of devolution away from the central and provincial 
government is essential for yielding a high level of trans-active decision-making. And 
finally, incentives should be developed to stimulate greater active participation in order to 
gain the goal of pluralism and become more adaptive to local needs and desires. Initial 
attention could be given to politically less sensitive issues such as the integration of 
indigenous and scientific knowledge and livelihood development. Overtime, institutional 
changes that enable devolution of co-management beyond the state should become a main 
focus. However, after all, any shift from SUF administrative to adaptive co-management 
requires political will. Fundamentally, Vietnamese state actors need to exercise social-
learning to serve the co-management process, to boost the entire arrangement move 
forward and to enhance its capacity of adaptiveness. And on this basis, sharing experience 
among mono-organisational states in the domain of nature conservation could be a first 
next step. 

Finally, based on the findings of this thesis I recommend to further investigate the ability of 
vertical networks in mono-organizational states to adapt to local and constantly changing 
conditions. As found in this thesis, moving beyond administrative forms of co-management 
may require a mix of flexible and adaptable horizontal relations. However, there may be 
different degrees to which such flexibility can exist within the rigid structure of vertical state 
control. This raises questions about the relative flexibility and degree of adaptiveness that 
these states can hope to exhibit. Comparative research on administrative co-management in 
different ‘mono-organisational’ states might provide us better insights regarding this issue. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1. Questionnaire for cross-national survey on Special Use Forest 
Management 

PART 1. AREA 
1. Which of the following international conventions have your protected area ever  worked 

with? 
 The World Heritage Convention 
 RAMSAR Convention 
 MARPOL Convention 

 CITES 
 Convention on Biological Diversity 
 Cartagena Protocol on Bio-safety 

 ASEAN Agreement on Natural 
Conservation and Natural Resources 

 Others, please specify: 

2. What is the priority for your protected area? (Please mark (x) only one appropriate box) 
 Rehabilitation of landscape 
 Livelihood support 

 Rare, Endangered and Endemic 
species protection 

 Forest ecosystem protection 

 Wetland ecosystem protection 
 Others, please specify: 

3. What has been the mostly facilitating thing to the management of your protected area for the 
last five years? (Please mark (x) only one appropriate box) 

 More international cooperation 
 More attention from government 

on nature conservation 

 More local people cooperation 
 More authority for the protected 

area 

 Others, please specify: 

4. What are the external threats to your protected area? (You may choose more than one by 
marking (x) appropriate boxes) 

 Farming land expansion 
 Wildlife trade 
 Environmental population 

 Infrastructure construction 
 Tourism 

 Mining 
 Others, please specify: 

5. What is the biggest constraint you are facing in operating the management of the protected 
area? (Please mark (x) only one appropriate box)   

 Staff capacity 
 Equipment 

 Constraints related to policy 
 Lack of data on natural resources 

 Lack of fund 
 Others, please specify: 

6. If your staff need to be trained to implement the collaboration in protected area management, 
which of the following do you think they would need most? (Please mark (x) only one appropriate 
box) 

 Project/plan setting 
 Ecotourism business 
 Information dissemination 

 Persuation to convince for 
collaboration 

 Report writing 
 Policy implementation and 

enforcement 

 Knowledge of ecosystem 
 Indigenous knowledge on natural 

resource management 
 Others, please specify: 

7. Please list maximum five international organizations do you have collaboration with and 
mention their role as well as the year you had that collaboration.   

International organisations/NGOs Year Sponsor Technical assistant 
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1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

   

Please give your opinion about the following management issues related to your protected 
area. Please mark (x) your choice   

8. The collaboration between different levels and your protected area is the best mechanism to 
manage the area in present context of social-economic development. 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
9. The collaboration between your protected area and different social and economic sectors from 
national and international levels is the best mechanism to manage the area in present context of 
social-economic development. 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
10. The leaders of your protected area are proactively searching for new collaboration with other 
partners to manage the area  

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
11. The experience in collaboration in the protected area management have been documented by 
the Board of protected area management  

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
12. When you collaborate with other sectors, the cost for managing the protected area is less 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
13. What kinds of projects are being implemented in collaboration with local people and/or with 
other organizations. (Please mark (x) appropriate place in the box below. You may list more than 
one) 

Projects With international 
organisation/NGOs 

With domestic organisations With local people 

1. Forest ranging 
2. Plantation 
3. Awareness raising 
4. NTFP harvesting 
5. Ecotourism 
6. Others, please specify: 

   

PART II. POLICY  

14. Please list three governmental policies regulating you to run your protected area in form of 
cooperation with other organizations and/or local people.  
1. 
2. 
3. 
Please give your opinion about the following policy issues related to the management of 
your protected area. Please mark (x) your choice   
15. All stakeholders recognize the existence of the relevant policies     

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
16. All stakeholders can understand the relevant policies     
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 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
17. The state policy has recognized rights of local people to benefit from the protection of your 
protected area           

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
18. The state policy has recognized the historical values and customs of indigenous people on 
harvesting and using natural resources         

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
19. The state government have adequately evaluated the extent to which the policies are 
applicable to the site           

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
20. There is a need for more guidelines from state government on how to cooperate with other 
sectors in managing the protected area 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
21. There is a lack of incentive policies (such as contracts, credits, loans for revenue-generating 
investments…) to motivate local people to collaborate with you 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
22. The local people cannot learn the policies by themselves, they need to be informed 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
23. There is a need for improving financial arrangements to effectively support your protected 
area operation 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
24. There is a need for devolving more authorities to your management board to improve 
effectively the management of the area      

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
PART III. STAKEHOLDERS 
25. Please mark (x) the stakeholders you have formal collaboration (contracts, regulations, 
agreements…) or informal collaboration (without official documents) on using and/or managing 
the protected area.  
(Civil organizations such as Youth Union, Farmer Union, Women Association, Veteran’s 
Association)  

Stakeholders Formal 
collaboration 

Informal 
collaboration 

Content of collaboration 

1. Local people   
2. Private companies   
3. State-own companies  
4. International organizations  
5. Research and Education Institutes  
6. Civil organizations 
7. Military  
8. Police    
9. Vietnamese Fatherland Front 
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10. Governments of adjacent provinces 
11. Governments of adjacent countries 
12. Others, please specify:  
26. Which of the following tasks do your organization and others involve in planning and 
operating the collaboration on protected area management? Please circle your choice.  
Notes: 

 Write (1) for actors who play the role of leadership by providing guidelines and make final 
decisions 

 Write (2) for actors who take parts in the activities and contribute ideas, information 
 Leave it blank for actors who do not participate in any activity”  

Tasks:  
(a) Resource estimation                    (b) Access rights formulation  (c) Harvesting regulation formulation   
(d) Market regulation formulation  (e) Monitoring                           (f) Enforcement          

(g)    Evaluation                                      (h)    Modifications 
Stakeholders (a) (b) (c) (d) (e) (f) (g) (h) 

1. Local people   
2. Private companies  
3. State-own companies  
4. International organizations 
5. Research and Education Institutes 
6. Civil organizations 
7. Military  
8. Police   
9. Vietnamese Fatherland Front 
10. Governments of adjacent provinces 
11. Governments of adjacent countries 
12. Commune People’s Committee 
13. District People’s Committee 
14. Provincial People’s Committee 
15. Central Government 

        

27. If you would like to strengthen the cooperation with government in different levels, which of 
the following levels would you mostly want to have stronger cooperation with and explain why 
for your choice. (Please choose only one appropriate box) 

 Commune People’s Committee 
 District People’s Committee 

 Provincial People’s Committee 
 Central government 

Please explain why for your choice: 

28. If you would like to strengthen the cooperation with other sectors, which of the following 
sectors would you mostly want to have stronger cooperation with and explain why for your 
choice. (Please choose only one appropriate box) 

 Local people   
 Private companies 
 State-own companies  
 International organizations 

 Research and Education Institutes  
 Civil organizations 
 Military  
 Police 

 Vietnamese Fatherland Front 
 Governments of adjacent provinces 
 Governments of adjacent countries 
 Others, please specify:  

Please explain why for your choice: 
 
29. How can the information and feedback from the protected area management usually be 
exchanged between stakeholders? (You may choose more than one)  

 Monthly report 
 Quarterly report 

 Meetings, conferences 
 Site visits 

 Telephone calls 
 Other, please specify: 
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30. How often do you have meetings with other stakeholders? (You may choose more than one) 

 More than 12 meetings per 
year 

 Between 7-12 meetings per 
year 

 Between 4-6 meetings per year 
 Between 1-3 meetings per year 

 Others, please specify: 

31. What are usually the meetings for? (You may choose more than one) 
 Proposing plans of using and 

managing natural resources 
 Informing stakeholders new 

policies 
 Making important decisions on 

using and managing natural 
resources 

 Solving conflicts among stakeholders 
 Evaluating the results of the 

cooperation 
 Consulting stakeholders about natural 

resource use and management 

 Others, please specify: 

32. If you find a need to amend the management and report to the authority responsible for your 
protected area, how does the authority mostly react to your report?  

 Guide you in more specific 
details without changing in the 
policies 

 Report the issue to higher level 
of government 

 Make modifications on the policies 
 Not respond 

 Others, please specify: 

33. How long does it take the authority resposible for your protected area to respond to your 
requests in amending policies? 

 Less than 3 months 
 3-6 months 

 7-12 months 
 13-24 months 

 More than 24 months 

34. If you find a new situation emerging in management of the protected area, for instance, new 
conflicts among stakeholders, what will you do to tackle that one? Please choose one  

 Report to responsible 
authority and wait for guidelines 

 Try to solve by yourself and 
report your solution to the 
authority 

 Make the proposal by yourself for solving 
the situation and send to authority for 
approval 

 Discuss with other organisations and local 
people to find solutions and implement them 
without the participation of government 

 Do nothing 
 Others, please specify: 

Please give your opinion about the following social issues related to the context of your 
protected area. Please mark (x) your choice       
35. Poor education is the most important constraint influencing  local people to change their 
behavior in taking parts in managing the protected area 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
36. Some groups of people cannot cooperate with because of their historic value and customs on 
using and managing natural resources 

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
37. Your protected area is now managed via the mechanism of co-management and please 
explain why for your choice.   

 Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly disagree 
Explain why for your choice: 

IV. GENERAL INFORMATION 
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Please provide the following general information about you and your protected area. All 
personal information will be confidential  
38. General information on the respondant 
1. Position in the protected area: 
2. Date of response:          
3. Email address:          
4. Telephone number: 
39. General information on the protected area  
1. Name of the protected area:          
2. Location (provinces): 
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Appendix 2. Questions guiding for interviews with local people 

 

1. What natural resources of the protected area do you and your family depends on or 
exploits? 
2. Did you voluntarily register for the involvement in managing and protecting the natural 
resources or are you invited or maneuvered?  
3. What do you expect most when getting involved in managing and protecting the natural 
resources? 
4. Description of your work in the involvement in managing and protecting the natural 
resources 

 What do you do? 
 Who do you work with? 
 What time do you carry out the work? 

5. Working with other local people in the community 
 How do they collaborate with you in managing and protecting the natural resources? 
 How and when do you communicate with them? 
 Do you find any constraint when contacting or communicating with them? 

 6. Working with staffs of the protected area 
 How do staffs of the protected area collaborate with you in managing and protecting the natural 

resources? 
 How and when do you communicate with them? 
 Do you find any constraint when contacting or communicating with them? 

7. Working with Commune government 
 How does Commune government collaborate with you in managing and protecting the natural 

resources? 
 How and when do you communicate with them? 
 Do you find any constraint when contacting or communicating with them? 

8. Working with forest rangers 
 How do forest rangers collaborate with you in managing and protecting the natural resources? 
 How and when do you communicate with them? 
 Do you find any constraint when contacting or communicating with them? 

9. Working with public security 
 How does public security collaborate with you in managing and protecting the natural resources? 
 How and when do you communicate with them? 
 Do you find any constraint when contacting or communicating with them? 

10. Working with inspectors of fishery resource protection 
 How do inspectors of fishery resource protection collaborate with you in managing and protecting the 

natural resources? 
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 How and when do you communicate with them? 
 Do you find any constraint when contacting or communicating with them? 

11. Who else do collaborate with you in managing and protecting the natural resources? 
 How and when do you communicate with them? 
 Do you find any constraint when contacting or communicating with them? 

12. When carrying out your tasks of natural resource management and protection what do 
you think about the following aspects in your situation? 

 Knowledge 
 Finance 
 Equipment 
 Collaboration with others 
 Anything else 

13. How is your relationship with others? 
 With other local people who also involve in managing and protecting the natural resources 
 With other local people who do not involve in managing and protecting the natural resources 
 With other people outside the community 

14. When having concerns and/or ideas related to natural resource management and 
protection  

 Who do you discuss with? 
 Do your concerns and/or ideas heard or responded? Please give an example 

15. What are changes in your life when getting involved in managing and protecting the 
natural resources? 

 About your income, is it increased or decreased or the same as before getting involved?   
 What are other benefits when getting involved in managing and protecting the natural resources? 
 Is there any change in your spiritual life when getting involved? 
 According to you what benefits should be added or improved to help people like you who involving 

in managing and protecting the natural resources to have a better life? 
16. What do you think about advantages and disadvantages of getting more people, more 
sectors involved in managing and protecting the natural resources?  

 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 

17. How can you evaluate the involvement of local people in managing and protecting the 
natural resources?  
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Appendix 3. Questions guiding for interviews with People Committees and other 
state actors and organisations 

 
1. What do you think about the roles and positions of the protected area to the 

socioeconomic life of your area? 
2. What are responsibilities and authorities of the People’s Committee/your organisation 

to the protected area management? 
3. What are supports of the People’s Committee/your organisation to the protected area 

management? 
 Plans 
 Projects 
 Finance 
 Others 

4. What are advantages and disadvantages have you recognized when the People’s 
Committee/your organisation works with other stakeholders to manage the natural 
resource of the protected area? 
 Working with the protected area: 

 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 

 Working with local people: 
 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 

 Working with forest rangers 
 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 

 Working with inspectors of fishery resource protection 
 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 

 Working with border guards 
 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 

 Working with tourist enterprises 
 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 
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 Working with foreigners 
 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 

 Working with higher authorities 
 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 

 Working with others 
 Advantages 
 Disadvantages 
 Suggestions for improvements 

5. What can you evaluate the capacities of the People’s Committee/your organisation in 
the contribution to the protected area management? 
 Knowledge 
 Finance 
 Personnel 
 Equipment 
 Collaboration 
 Others 

6. What can you evaluate the capacities in the collaboration of other stakeholders in the 
protected area management? 
 Local people 
 Staffs of the protected area 
 Forest Rangers 
 Department of fishery resource protection 
 Border guards 
 Enterprises 
 Others 

7. According to you what should be done to improve the collaboration among the 
People’s Committee/your organisation, local people, the protected area, higher 
authorities and other stakeholders in the protected area management? 
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Appendix 4. Questions guiding for interviews with NGOs 

 

1. From local to central, which level of government does your organisation mostly focus 
to work with? And why? 
 Issues of your collaboration 
 Advantages and disadvantages in your collaboration (procedures, capacities, proactiveness and 

responsiveness, others) 
 Approach used for your communication and negotiation (documents, workshops, meetings, phone 

calls, emails…) 
 Reactions to your recommendations 

2. How do you collaborate with protected areas? And other state actors? 
 Issues of your collaboration 
 Advantages and disadvantages in your collaboration (procedures, capacities, proactiveness and 

responsiveness, others) 
 Approach used for your communication and negotiation (documents, workshops, meetings, phone 

calls, emails…) 
 Reactions to your recommendations 

3. How do you perceive roles of civil organisations in nature conservation of Vietnam? 
4. How do your collaborate with universities and research institutes in nature 

conservation? And enterprises? 
 Types of universities/enterprises 
 Issues of collaboration 
 Advantages and disadvantages in the collaboration 

5. How do you collaborate with local communities? 
6. Do you support local engagement in nature conservation? And why? 
7. What do perceive of local communities in terms of 

 Their knowledge on nature conservation 
 Their commitments on laws and models of participatory nature conservation 
 Their culture 
 Their innovation capacities 
 Proactiveness and enthusiastism 

8. What is your general evaluation about the participation of communities in nature 
conservation? 

9. What are your opinions about the Vietnamese policies on mobilising a diversity of 
actors involved in protected area management? What are their strengths and 
weaknesses? 
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Appendix 5.. A summary of responsibilities and authorities of actors in SUF 
management 

 
Actors Responsibilities and authorities Legal document 

mentioned 

Central level 

M
A

RD
 

 Organising SUF management, constructing strategies of, and 
planning on forest protection and development 

 Directing and instructing PPCs and SUF management boards to 
implement SUF laws, inventory, boundary definition, new 
mechanism pilots, allocation, checking and monitoring, financial 
supports, and information dissemination 

 Ratifying master plans and programs on SUF establishment and 
investment 

 Receiving documents of appeals and complaints during processes of 
SUF legal document implementation  

Law on Fisheries 2003; 
Decree 109/2003/ND-
CP; Decision 
192/2003/QD-TTg; Law 
on Forest Protection and 
Development 2004; 
Decision 62/2005/QD-
BNN; Decision 
1174/2005/QD-TTg; 
Decision 106/2006/QD-
BNN; Circular 
70/2007/TT-BNN; 
Decision 104/2007/QD-
BNN; Decision 
2740/2007/QD-BNN-
KL; Circular 
22/2007/TTLT-BNN-
BNV; Decision 
2370/2008/QD-BNN-
KL; Decree 
99/2010/ND-CP; Decree 
117/2010/ND-CP; 
Decision 262/2010/QD-
TCLN-KL; Circular 
78/2011/TT-BNNPTNT 

M
O

N
RE

 

 Implementing SUF lands, master plans, and plans on SUF 
protections and development 

 Checking policy and legal document implementation on wetland 
preservation and management across the country 

 Coordinating and hosting provincial governmental organisations to 
allocate forests, withdraw allocated forests, modify landuse directions 
and rights, check and monitor status quos of wetland management to 
make adjustment on time 

 Receiving documents of appeals and complaints during processes of 
SUF legal document implementation and solve the problems 
together with other governmental organisations 

Decision 192/2003/QD-
TTg; Circular 
18/2004/TT-BTNMT; 
Decree 109/2003/ND-
CP; Decision 
1174/2005/QD-TTg; 
Decision 04/2004/QD-
BTNMT 
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M
in

ist
ry

 o
f 

Po
lic

e 
 Directing and instructing PPCs in forestfire precaution and fighting 
 Directing, instructing, and training forces of forest rangers and local 

forces of inter-sectors to against violations of SUF laws 
 Investigating or receiving local cases of SUF law violations and 

providing with measurements 

Law on Forest Protection 
and Development 2004 

M
in

ist
ry

 o
f N

at
io

na
l D

ef
en

se
  Managing and directing army forces and PPCs to implement their 

assigned SUF protection, management and development. 
 Directing and guiding local defense forces to SUFs patrols, forestfire 

fights, and protection 
 Supporting and collaborating with local forest ranger forces 
 Organising information dissemination and boosting local 

engagement in SUF protection 

Law on Forest Protection 
and Development (2004); 
Direction 45/2007/CT-
BNN; Circular 
98/2010/TTLT-BQP-
BNNPTNT; Decree 
74/2010/ND-CP; 
Decision 07/2012/QD-
TTg 
 

M
in

ist
ry

 o
f C

ul
tu

re
 a

nd
 

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

 Directing and instructing PPCs to organise forest protection relating 
to cultural heritages and remains 

 Directing centers for culture to implement dissemination on SUF 
conservation, monitor and take responsibilities while carrying out 
tourist activities in areas of SUFs 

 Establishing tourist plans and implement the plans and tourist 
development in SUFs 

Law on Forest Protection 
and Development 2004; 
Decision 04/2004/QD-
BTNMT; Decision 
104/2007/QD-BNN; 
Direction 24/1998/CT-
TTg; Decision 
08/2001/QD-TTg 

M
in

ist
ry

 o
f P

lan
ni

ng
 a

nd
 In

ve
st

m
en

t 

 Cooperating with Ministry of Finance to coordinate governmental 
budgets, donors, funds to invest in SUF management 

 Cooperating with MARD to construct mechanism and policy relating 
to SUF management 

 Cooperating with MARD and Ministry of Finance to check and 
monitor SUF investments  

 Instructing provincial governments to ensure budgets for SUF 
protection 

Decision 08/2001/QD-
TTg; Decision 
192/2003/QD-TTg; 
Decision 1174/2005/QD-
TTg; Decree 
117/2010/ND-CP; 
Decision 07/2012/QD-
TTg; Decision 
24/2012/QD-TTg; 
Decision 1250/2013/QD-
TTg; Decision 
218/2014/QD-TTg; 
Decision 1976/2014/QD-
TTg 
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M
in

ist
ry

 o
f F

in
an

ce
 

 Directing and instructing locals to cooperate with MARD and 
Minsitry of Defense to implement payments for costs of mobilising 
organisations and individuals engaged in forest protection 

  Cooperating with MARD to host and instruct local levels to 
implement fund management and expenditure 

 Cooperating with Ministry of Science and Technology to construct 
and distribute budgets for scientific and technology projects and 
programs 

 Cooperating with MONRE to manage governmentally 
environmental protection budgets 

Decree 119/2006/ND-
CP; Circular 25/2006/TT-
BTC; Decree 
05/2008/ND-CP; Circular 
01/2008/TT-BTC; Cicular 
58/2008/TTLT-BNN-
KHDT-TC; Decision 
2370/2008/QD-BNN-
KL; Decision 
24/2012/QD-TTg; 
Decision 07/2012/QD-
TTg; Decision 
218/2014/QD-TTg; 
Decision 1976/2014/QD-
TTg 

M
in

ist
ry

 o
f 

Sc
ie

nc
e 

an
d 

Te
ch

no
lo

gy
  Hosting development of scientific research and programs relating to 

natural resource conservation and management 
Decision 192/2003/QD-
TTg 

M
in

ist
ry

 o
f 

E
du

ca
tio

n 
an

d 
Tr

ain
in

g 

 Introducing nature conservation to education systems and outdoor 
education programs 

Decision 192/2003/QD-
TTg 

Provincial level 

PP
Cs

 

 Promulgating legal documents under their authorities in forest 
protection and orienting contents of village agreements/conventions 

 Planning and making decisions in provincial forest protection and 
development  

 Directing and instructing DARD and DPCs to define SUF 
boundaries and allocate forest and forestland 

 Checking SUF management, protection and utilization 
 Cooperating with all forces to prevent SUF law violations 
 Ensuring budgets for operation of forest rangers and coordinating 

budgets across provincial social economic development projects 
 Making decisions on which economic organisations can hire SUF 

lands for ecotourism business  
 Organising SUF information dissemination and law education 
 Monitoring lower governmental organisations under administration 
 Guiding and checking INGOs operations within boundaries of 

provincial administration 

Direction 24/1998/CT-
TTg; Law on Forest 
Protection and 
Development 2004; 
Circular 18/2004/TT-
BTNMT; Decision 
1174/2005/QD-TTg; 
Decision 2740/2007/QD-
BNN-KL; Decree 
99/2010/ND-CP; Decree 
12/2012/ND-CP; Article 
137 Land Law 2013 
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D
A

RD
 

 Directing and instructing functioning organisations to cooperate with 
CPCs in terms of working out community forest management, agro-
forestry enhancement, and community supports 

 Consulting PPCs with community forest management and 
development 

 Coordinating SUF projects, master plans, and modifications, and 
assessing SUF PES application and implementation 

Decision 106/2006/QD-
BNN; Circular 
70/2007/TT-BN; Decree 
99/2010/ND-CP; Decree 
117/2010/ND-CP; 
Circular 78/2011/TT-
BNNPTNT 

D
O

N
RE

  Hosting investigation and doing research on wetlands 
 Receiving documents relating to SUF mater plans and SUF PES, 

assessing them and making relevant modifications 

Decree 109/2003/ND-
CP; Circular 78/2011/TT-
BNNPTNT 

D
ep

ar
tm

en
t o

f F
or

es
t 

Pr
ot

ec
tio

n 

 Consulting with authorities in charge of forest protection and law 
enforcement 

 Directing local forest protection and cooperation of CPCs, 
communities, district forest protection units 

 Information dissemination and forest protection law education 
 Enhancing capacity of forest protection forces 
 Applying advanced science and technology into forest ranger 

activities 
 Checking and inspecting forest protection law enforcement 

Decree 119/2006/ND-
CP; Decision 
1717/2006/QD-BNN-
KL; Circular 
70/2007/TT-BNN; 
Circular 22/2007/TTLT-
BNN-BNV; Direction 
45/2007/CT-BNN; 
Circular 61/2007/TTLT-
BNN-BTC 

D
ep

ar
tm

en
t o

f 
Pl

an
ni

ng
 a

nd
 

In
ve

st
m

en
t 

 Adjusting and coordinating provincial government budgets 
 Consulting with PPC to support, assess, and finalise budgets for 

forest protection projects 

Circular 58/2008/BNN-
KHDT-BTC 

D
ep

ar
tm

en
t o

f F
in

an
ce

  Hosting and coordinating governmental organisations to assess 
budgets 

 Reporting forest protection fund management to MARD 
 Finalising provincial forest protection funds 

Circular 58/2008/BNN-
KHDT-TC 

District level 
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D
PC

s 

 Implementing provincial government directions 
 Instructing commune governments to planning forest allocation, 

implementing commune forest protection agreement/convention, 
applying technologies, training and educating forest protection laws, 
and collaborating with international organisations 

 Cooperating with forest rangers, other organisations and forces 
across district administration areas to enforce forest protection 

 Monitoring, checking and assessing ecotourism activities and 
community forest protection activities in SUFs across areas of 
district administration 

 Implementing PES  
 Reporting status quos of forest protection and community forest 

protection activities to Provincial Department of Forest Protection 

Direction 30/1998/CT-
TW; Decision 
08/2001/QD-TTg; Law 
on Forest Protection and 
Development 2004; 
Decision 1174/2005/QD-
TTg; Decision 
106/2006/QD-BNN; 
Decree 119/2006/ND-
CP; Decision 
1717/2006/QD-BNN-
KL; Circular 
70/2007/TT-BNN; 
Circular 22/2007/TTLT-
BNN-KL; Decree 
117/2010/ND-CP; 
Decree 99/2010/ND-CP 

CP
Cs

 

 Implementing higher authorities’ directions 
 Directing and instructing local people to implement forest protection 

laws; construct and implement commune forest protection 
agreements/conventions 

 Managing commune forest areas 
 Implementing buffer zone and piloting projects  
 Cooperating with governmental levels to enhance local forest 

protection awareness and participation 
 Checking forest protection law implementation across areas of 

commune administration 
 Monitoring and inspecting uses of forest and forestland in areas of 

commune administration 
 Holding commune referendum on forest protection and 

development 

Direction 24/1998/CT-
TTg;Decision 
08/2001/QD-TTg; 
Decision 192/2003/QD-
TTg; Law on Forest 
Protection and 
Development 2004; 
Decision 1174/2005/QD-
TTg; Decree 
119/2006/ND-CP; 
Decision 1717/2006/QD-
BNN-KL; Decision 
104/2007/QD-BNN; 
Ordinance 34/2007/PL-
UBTVQH11; Decree 
99/2010/ND-CP; Decree 
117/2010/ND-CP; 
Direction 3714/2011/CT-
BNN-TCLN; Decision 
57/2012/QD-TTg; 
Decision 126/2012/QD-
TTg 
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SU
F 

m
an

ag
em

en
t b

oa
rd

s 
 Allocating SUF areas to other actors for protection 
 Organising activities of ecotourism, scientific research, and joint-

venture 
 Constructing and seeking for approvals on measures of SUF 

protection and development 
 Collaborating with international organisations under their assigned 

authorities and rights 
 Investigating and monitoring SUF natural resources 
 Mobilising governmental and international budgets for SUF 

investment 
 Disseminating and educating laws on SUF management and 

protection 
 Being responsible for all activities happening in SUFs 
 Documenting, recording and reporting activities of SUF 

management to higher authorities 

Decision 192/2003/QD-
TTg; Circular 
18/2004/TT-BTNMT; 
Law on Forest Protection 
and Development 2004; 
Decision 104/2007/QD-
BNN; Circular 
01/2008/TT-BTC; 
Circular 58/2008/TTLT-
BNN-KHDT-TC; 
Decision 262/2010/QD-
TCLN-KL; Circular 
78/2011/TT-BNNPTNT; 
Decree 117/2010/ND-
CP; Decision 
24/2012/QD-TTg; 
Decision 126/2012/QD-
TTg 

E
co

no
m

ic
 o

rg
an

isa
tio

ns
 

 Exploiting forest products in SUFs under laws 
 Participating in designing measures for forest protection and 

development 
 Using and following rules of PES 
 Participating and implementing mechanism of forest co-management 

with local people  
 Reflecting constraints of regulation implementation processes to 

MARD 

Decision 08/2001/QD-
TTg; Law on Forest 
Protection and 
Development 2004; 
Circular 58/2008/TTLT-
BNN-KHDT-TC; Decree 
99/2010/ND-CP; Circular 
80/2011/TT-BNNPTNT; 
Decision 07/2012/QD-
TTg; Decision 
57/2012/QD-TTg 

G
ov

er
nm

en
ta

l m
as

s o
rg

an
isa

tio
ns

 

 Vietnam Father Front and Youth Union: disseminating and 
monitoring local implementation of grassroot democracy; 
manoeuvring community participation in SUF protection   

 Women Union, Farmer Union, and Youth Union: raising awareness 
in SUF protection 

 Centers for environmental education and museums: constructing 
networks for raising awareness in SUF protection 

 Education and research organisations: doing research, reporting 
research results, paying fees for SUF services, and contributing ideas 
for solving SUF management deficiencies 

 Mass media organisations: disseminating SUF information and 
knowledge, and good models of local forest protection 

Direction 30/1998/CT-
TW; Direction 
24/1998/CT-TTg; 
Decision 192/2003/QD-
TTg; Decision 
04/2004/QD-BTNMT; 
Law on Inspection 2010 
(Article 12); Circular 
78/2011/TT-BNNPTNT 
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In
te

rn
at

io
na

l 
or

ga
ni

sa
tio

ns
  Registering and asking for permission of operations 

 Being compatible with the orientation of Vietnam social economic 
development in their activities and operation 

 Sharing and exchanging information with other stakeholders 
 Reporting their activities to the government 

Decree 12/2012/ND-CP; 
Decision 40/2013/QD-
TTg 

Lo
ca

l p
eo

pl
e 

 Exploiting and ustilising forest products under laws 
 Benefiting from their labor and financial investment 
 Participating in constructing community forest protection 

agreement/convention 
 Reporting situations of forest resources to government 
 Returning rights over allocated forests when being asked by 

government 
 Operating agriculture, forestry, fishery, and business activities in 

allocated SUFs under laws 
 Participating in activities of forest protection and development  
 Contrubuting ideas for better SUF management 

Decision 08/2001/QD-
TTg; Decision 
192/2003/QD-TTg; Law 
on Forest Protection and 
Development 2004; 
Circular 18/2004/TT-
BTNMT; Decision 
62/2005/QD-BNN; 
Decision 1174/2005/QD-
TTg; Circular 
78/2011/TT-BNNPTNT; 
Decision 57/2012/QD-
TTg 
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Appendix 6. Questions, weights, means (M) and standard deviation (SD) 

Issue Weight National 
Parks 

(n=24)  

Natural 
reserves 
(n=45) 

Species or 
habitat 

reserves 
(n=8) 

Landscape 
protected 

areas (n=28) 

M SD M SD M SD M SD 

I. Pluralism 

1. Who is involved? (Please choose the 
stakeholders you have formal (contracts, 
regulations, agreements…) or informal 
(without official documents) collaborations 
with on using and/or managing the protected 
area. You may choose more than one option) 
1) Local people 
2) Private companies 
3) State-own companies 
4) International organizations 
5) Research and Education Institutes 
6) Civil organizations (Youth Union, Farmer 

Union, Women Association, Veteran’s 
Association) 

7) Military 
8) Police 
9) Vietnamese Fatherland Front 
10) Governments of adjacent provinces 
11) Governments of adjacent countries 
12) Others, please specify… 

 

100% 3.21 1.38 2.20 1.27 1.75 0.89 1.79 1.07 

Scoring system: Scores from 1 to 5 are judged based on the extent to which a diversity of collaborations between the 
management boards and others in terms of both levels (local, regional, national, and international) and scales (enforcement 
actors: military, police; information dissemination actors: civil organizations, Vietnamese Fatherland Front; economic actors: 
private and state-own companies; science-based actors: research and education institutes; and international actors).  
  
II. Communication and Negotiation                   

2. Is there a need for more guidelines from state 
government on how to cooperate with other 
sectors in managing the protected area? 
1) Strongly agree 
2) Agree 
3) Neutral 
4) Disagree 
5) Strongly disagree 

 

25% 1.58 .50 1.64 .80 1.38 .51 1.74 .71 

3. How can the information and feedback from 
the protected area management usually be 
exchanged between stakeholders? (You may 
choose more than one option) 
1) Monthly reports 
2) Quarterly reports 
3) Meetings and conferences 
4) Telephone calls 
5) Site visits 
6) Others, please specify… 

 

25% 4.13 1.19 4.02 1.20 2.88 1.81 3.96 1.23 
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Scoring system: Scores judged from 1 to 5 are based on a diversity in both modes (e.g. paper reports seem to be less interactive 
than others) and methods (e.g. site visits are closest to operational levels to understand practices) of information and feedback 
exchange. 

4. How often do you have meetings with other 
stakeholders? 
1) Between 1 to 3 meetings per year 
2) Between 4 to 6 meetings per year 
3) Between 7 to 12 meetings per year 
4) More than 12 meetings per year 

25% 4.21 1.29 4.36 .91 4.38 .74 3.25 1.43 

 
Scoring system: One point is scored for the first option; three points is for the second; four points for the third; and five points 
for the fourth. 

5. What are usually the meetings for? (You may 
choose more than one option) 
1) Proposing plans of using and managing 

natural resources 
2) Informing stakeholders new policies 
3) Making decisions on using and managing 

natural resources 
4) Solving conflicts amongst stakeholders 
5) Evaluating the results of the cooperation 
6) Consulting stakeholders about natural 

resource use and management 
 
 

25% 4.17 .87 3.78 .97 2.88 1.55 3.39 .96 

Scoring system: Scores are judged based on the roles of participants and the ways of communications in meetings, e.g. 
“informing” and “consulting” are one-way communications while others seem to be more interactive; and “making decisions” 
and “proposing plans” seem to be referred to equal participants in meetings.  
 
III. Transactive Decision-making                   

6. Is there a need for devolving more authorities 
to your management board to improve 
effectively the management of the area? 
1) Strongly agree 
2) Agree 
3) Neutral 
4) Disagree 
5) Strongly disagree 

 

50% 1.21 .42 1.45 .63 1.38 .52 1.70 .67 

7. If you find a new situation emerging in the 
management of the protected area, for 
instance, new conflicts among stakeholders, 
what will you do to tackle that one? 
1) Report to responsible authority and wait for 

guidelines 
2) Try to solve by yourself and report your 

solution to authority 
3) Make a proposal by yourself for solving the 

situation and send to authority for approval 
4) Discuss with other organizations and local 

people to find solutions and implement 
them without the participation of 
government 

5) Do nothing 

50% 3.79 1.18 4.02 1.18 4.63 1.06 3.36 1.28 
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6) Others, please specify…. 
 
 

Scoring system: Scores are judged based on the degree of freedom of making decisions of SUF managers. One point is for 
option 5; 2 points for option 1; 3 for option 3; 4 for option 4; and 5 for option 2. 

IV. Social-learning                   

8. Have the experience in collaboration in the 
protected area management been 
documented by the management board of 
protected area? 
1) Strongly disagree 
2) Disagree 
3) Neutral 
4) Agree 
5) Strongly agree 

 

25% 3.88 .99 3.95 .72 4.38 .74 4.04 1.00 

9. Has the state government adequately 
evaluated the extent to which the policies are 
applicable to the site? 
1) Strongly disagree 
2) Disagree 
3) Neutral 
4) Agree 
5) Strongly agree 

 

25% 2.54 .72 2.84 .83 3.86 .38 3.38 .85 

10. If you find a need to amend the management 
and report to the authority responsible for 
your protected area, how does the authority 
mostly react to your report? 
1) Guide you in more details without changing 

in the policies 
2) Report the issue to higher level of 

government 
3) Make modifications on the policies 
4) Not respond 
5) Others, please specify…. 

    

25% 3.21 1.35 3.11 1.26 3.50 1.31 2.89 1.42 

Scoring system: Scores are judged based on the extent to which the authority respond to the site. One point is for option 4; 2 
points for option 2; 3 points for option 1; and 5 points for option 3. 

 
11. How long does it take the authority 

responsible for your protected area to 
respond to your requests? 
1) More than 24 months 
2) 13-24 months 
3) 7-12 months 
4) 3-6 months 
5) Less than 3 months 

 

25% 4.58 .72 4.02 1.23 3.88 1.36 3.81 1.40 

V. Shared Actions or Commitments                   

12. When you collaborate with other sectors, does 
the cost for managing the protected area 
become less? 
1) Strongly disagree 

20% 3.09 1.15 3.10 1.03 3.25 .89 3.26 .98 
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2) Disagree 
3) Neutral 
4) Agree 
5) Strongly agree 

 
13. Has the State policy recognized rights of local 

people to benefit from the protection of your 
protected area? 
1) Strongly disagree 
2) Disagree 
3) Neutral 
4) Agree 
5) Strongly agree 

 

20% 3.54 .83 3.77 .89 4.13 .64 4.19 .57 

14. Has the State policy recognized the historical 
values and customs of indigenous people on 
harvesting and using natural resources? 
1) Strongly disagree 
2) Disagree 
3) Neutral 
4) Agree 
5) Strongly agree 

 

20% 2.78 1.00 2.89 .97 3.00 1.16 3.38 1.10 

15. Is there a lack of incentive policies (such as 
contracts, credits, loans for revenue-
generating investments…) to motivate local 
people to collaborate with you? 
1) Strongly agree 
2) Agree 
3) Neutral 
4) Disagree 
5) Strongly disagree 

 

20% 1.96 .81 1.91 .90 1.50 .54 2.00 .78 

16. What tasks are local people involved in the 
management? (Please write the content of the 
collaborations between the management board 
and local people) 

 
 

20% 1.86 .48 2.07 .76 2.00 1.00 2.05 .90 

Scoring system: Scores judged from 1 to 5 are based on the essence of tasks in which local people can be engaged. One point is 
for engagements in only tasks relating labor works such as forest patrol, plantation, forest fire precaution and fighting. Two 
points are for involvements in information dissemination projects such as awareness raising, environmental education. Three 
points are for engagements in conservation and livelihood development projects such as biodiversity investigation, ecotourism, 
information exchange, and NTFP harvesting. Four points are for engagements in consultancy works such as construction of 
village’s forest protection regulations and consultancy. Five points are for involvements in policy formulation tasks.  
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SUMMARY 

To protect its natural heritage and biodiversity, Vietnam has established a system of ‘special 
use forest’  (SUFs) which is “the backbone of the national protected areas”. Today, 
Vietnam has a total of 164 SUFs covering 2.2 million hectares, equivalent to 7.4% of the 
country’s total land area and 4.9% of national territorial waters. Despite a huge increase of 
SUFs over the last 25 years biodiversity and forest density in Vietnam continues to decline. 
This is because of the ineffective management of SUFs based solely on the state, which is 
compounded by a combination of poor surveillance and weak active engagement with local 
communities surrounding SUFs who are dependent on forest resources for their 
livelihoods. Conflicts have commonly ensued between local users and authorities 
responsible for nature conservation when the former have been forcefully excluded from 
protected areas, following a rigid set of SUF policies and law enforcement. Like many other 
developing countries, prohibiting natural resource use in protected areas provides no 
incentive for responsible and sustainable use; rather, local residents maximize resource 
exploitation as opportunities arise. For decades, SUFs have faced a diverse set of social 
challenges and become contested space for groups of people with different interests, 
culture, overlapping land use rights and power. 

Recognizing this, the Vietnamese government and international conservation organizations 
alike, have sought to develop what is referred to as collaborative or ‘co’-management for 
SUFs. At its core co-management captures the idea that rights and responsibilities in natural 
resources management should be shared between government and any non-state actor 
(including resource users, local communities, environmental NGOs or scientists). It is 
advocated not only because it holds the potential to enhance the effectiveness of natural 
resource protection and management, but also because it brings stakeholder participation 
and therefore fairness, transparency, legitimacy and accountability to management. By 
allowing joint decision making, co-management takes into account the needs of resource 
users, and in doing so considers the complexities and uncertainties they face. Co-
management is also thought to improve compliance to jointly defined regulation, provide 
more locally relevant management plans, and even reduce poverty through diversifying 
economic activities. If these wider goals can be achieved co-management is thought to also 
offer a means of conflict resolution and helps reduce costs of resource management such as 
data collection, monitoring and enforcement, and leads to the empowerment and self–
determination of local communities.  

However, it is widely noted that co-management is a particularly great challenge in Vietnam 
because of the nature of strong state control, decades of SUF conflicts, and the lack of 
capacity and initiatives of communities to negotiate with the government. Moreover, the 
Vietnamese political system is markedly different from western countries, especially when it 
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comes to the concept of ‘ownership’ of nature resources and the essence of democracy, 
while the implementation of co-management is considered as a democratic, efficient and 
equitable system of governance. Therefore, this thesis questions the degree to which co-
management can be put in Vietnamese SUFs and the degree of ‘adaptiveness’ it can 
engender. Conditions of the economic, political and social context surrounding SUFs 
becomes key to any understanding of how co-management can be implemented, including 
insights into how co-management may need to amended to adjusted to ‘fit’ the context of 
mono-organisational states. To do this, we are able to move beyond co-management as a 
normative hope and start to unpack co-management as a set of fragile, contested decisions 
and partnerships between highly diverse actors. And thus, this thesis explores not one, but 
two so called ‘spectrums’ which are firstly focusing on adaptiveness possible under the 
conditions of mono-organisational states, and secondly on the degree to which non-state 
involvement is politically feasible in the context of these states. By taking these two 
theoretically informed spectrums the thesis explores the wider relevance of co-management 
to centralised state through the following research questions: 

1. How the current form of co-management national system of Special Use Forests 
governance of Vietnam can be characterised? 

2. And how and to what extent more adaptive form of SUF co-management to evolve 
in Vietnam’s forest management. 

To address these questions a two-level methodology was adopted throughout this thesis. 
The first level focuses on the national level with the goal of identifying patterns and 
characteristics of SUF co-management across the country. The second level focuses on 
contrasting case studies, designed to draw out diverse local contexts and conditions while 
allowing for comparison. These levels are restricted to separate papers to help cross-check 
general and specific findings against each other. In both levels of analysis quantitative and 
qualitative forms of data collection and analysis were employed. To consolidate the quality 
of the research, additional observations and discussions were also conducted during 
workshops and conferences. 

The first empirical chapter (Chapter 2) raises vital concerns about the legal framework for 
officially enabling SUF co-management to exist and evolve in the Vietnamese social-
political-economic context. Relevant national policies and legal documents are reviewed, 
within a framework of SUF co-management in Vietnam. This chapter reveals the form of 
co-management and the extent to which it is supported by the current policy and legal 
framework in Vietnam, contributing to a wider understanding of how Vietnam includes 
(which) ideas of co-management in its still predominantly state-organized system of nature 
protection. Although there is a clear intention for the development of SUF co-
management, it is biased towards what has been labelled by Sen and Nielsen (1996) an 
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‘instructive model’, characterised by only minimal exchange of information between 
government and users. It illustrates the tension between decentralization and centralization 
of SUF management. The government may be willing to call for more participation, but it 
appears reluctant to delegate significant authority to manage natural resources to local 
communities and organisations. Moreover, the overlapping mandated responsibilities of 
governmental agencies creates a difference between the rhetoric and reality in biodiversity 
conservation and environmental protection. The lack of clarity around property rights has 
undermined attempts by management boards to engage communities in co-management.   

Chapter 3 reports empirical data from the cross-national survey of the SUF managers 
against a spectrum of co-management arrangements developed from the theories. This 
helps understand what a Vietnamese SUF co-management arrangement looks like and 
assess to what extent the government has actually shifted the SUF management toward 
“international practices” of co-management. Practices of (co-) management were 
investigated in 105 of the 143 SUFs. The results show that the type of co-management 
varies little between different categories of SUFs. In general, SUF management 
arrangements appears to be equivalent to a “cooperative” form of co-management as 
defined by Sen and Nielsen (1996). However, a national ‘style’ of Vietnamese co-
management could be identified, labeled ‘administrative’ co-management. First, despite a 
degree of pluralism being evident, the stakeholders involved are predominantly part of the 
state system. Second, communication and negotiation is based on instruction rather than 
transactive decision making. Third, the one-way nature of instruction leads to very little in 
the way of what could be labelled social learning – meaning also that higher level authorities 
also do not respond to or adapt policy and legislation in response to management boards. 
Finally, any form of shared action is hindered by the weak recognition of local people’s 
rights, historical values and indigenous customs, and a lack of incentive-based policies to 
motivate stakeholders to collaborate with SUFs. In the essence of “administrative co-
management”, therefore that final decision-making power on management remains strongly 
in the hands of the state in general and the provincial government in particular.  

Chapter 4 moves to investigate the existing or “Vietnamese way” of SUF co-management 
through examining actor interactions in vertical and horizontal linkages of the arrangement 
through the lens of network governance perspectives. A critical institutional perspective is 
employed to examine the influence of the vertical and horizontal linkages that underline the 
form and function of SUF co-management. Data is presented from a nation-wide survey of 
113 SUFs, 22 randomly in-depth interviews and four in-depth case studies of SUFs. The 
results show that the success of co-management in centralized states like Vietnam depends 
on the greater devolution of allocative power from central to district governments to 
facilitate horizontal networked collaboration with local communities. Yet the results also 
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indicate that the central state maintains an important role in setting the conditions that 
allow for the success of these networked collaborations. These findings reflect on the need 
further development of a critical institutional approach for understanding the purpose, 
interests and resources of co-management in the context of centralized states. 

Chapter 5 then discusses the challenges faced by NGOs to fulfil the role of “bridging 
organisations” within the SUF governance system. We analyse how and to what extent 
these NGOs fulfil bridging roles in context of administrative co-management by using four 
key capabilities: knowledge sharing, common vision, conflict resolution and local 
empowerment. Based on a national survey of SUF managers and four in-depth case studies 
of NGO engagement in SUFs, the results indicate NGOs can only partly fulfill their 
bridging roles in the dominant mode of Vietnamese administrative co-management. There 
exists specific modes of information exchange which have been performative rather than 
transformative due to a lack of mandated space provided by the government. NGOs also 
play an important role in building a common vision around SUF co-management based on 
both international and domestic experiences, but they hardly make any changes to SUF 
policy because of an unwillingness to devolve any decision making control away from the 
state. Additionally, NGOs can be a neutral arbiter of partnerships between private sectors, 
scientists, and other NGOs, but further success in this role would require a shift away from 
the singular focus on state (controlled) networks. And finally, NGOs demonstrate they 
have an important role in strengthening community empowerment, yet this role is also 
currently constrained in Vietnam given that this bridging function is often deemed as a 
political activity by the state and therefore restricted. These altogether show that the 
structural barriers of state engagement with NGOs need to better contextualise the form 
and function of bridging organizations in natural resource management. 

The last chapter draws out the research findings and figures out how the findings feed into 
the theoretical perspectives of co-management. The key results of the thesis identify and 
define administrative co-management in Vietnamese SUFs. The thesis points to the specific 
challenges of collaborative forms of natural resource management in centralized states. The 
results also show that while ambitions for collaborative management are derived from what 
is widely seen as an international imperative or ‘best practice’, its translation into Vietnam 
could be considered partial at best. However, the development of adaptive forms of co-
management in the context of centralized ‘mono-organisational’ states contains 
possibilities. An ‘administrative’ co-management is a likely outcome when a combination of 
three key principles of adaptive co-management are not addressed: pluralism, accountability 
and incentivisation. These three inter-related principles offer insights into how measures 
can be taken to ensure that an administrative co-management regime can be made more 
adaptive to local conditions and therefore more effective in instituting conservation 
measures in SUFs. Based on the findings of this thesis further investigation should be about 
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the ability of vertical networks in mono-organizational states to adapt to local and 
constantly changing conditions. This raises questions about the relative flexibility and 
degree of adaptiveness that these states can hope to exhibit. Comparative research on 
administrative co-management in different ‘mono-organisational’ states might provide us 
better insights regarding this issue. 
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