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1. INTRODUCTION 

Community forest management (CFM) has been defined in the Vietnamese context as: “any managerial 
arrangement in which local people share collective responsibility and benefits from managing natural 
forests, inside their community boundaries, for which they have long-term customary and/or legal rights of 
entitlement” (Wode and Bao Huy, 2009).  This study recognizes four types of CFM in Vietnam: 

1. Introduced (or official) CFM with (Type 1a) or without (Type 1b) Red Book Certificates (RBCs). 

2. Self-organized CFM, where forest is collectively managed by groups of households (Type 2). 

3. State-owned forest contracted to collections of households for forest protection, regeneration and, 
most recently, payments for environmental services (PES) (Type 3). 

4. Customary CFM (invariably not legally recognized by the State) that predates nationalization of the 
forest estate in the 1960s (Type 4). 

Over the past 15 years, several international projects have introduced CFM as a contribution to more 
sustainable forest management and to poverty reduction, particularly for forest-dependent ethnic minority 
communities.  Consequently, this study is concerned with Type 1: CFM that has been promoted through 
piloting by several international projects and more recently by the Vietnamese government.  

Most forest that has been allocated using RBCs has gone to forest management boards (40%) and 
households (29%), with only 1% going to communities (Type 1a).  However, a far greater area (1.6m 
hectares or 13% of the forest estate) has been allocated to communities by Commune or District Peoples’ 
Committees (PCs) (Type 1b).  Less than 10% of Type 1a forest has received RBCs, and of this 75% (1.3m 
hectares) is in northwest Vietnam.  

Contractual (Type 3) and customary (Type 4) CFM are around 7% and 2% respectively.  Thus, more than 
20% (2.6m hectares) of all forest in Vietnam could, ostensibly, be under community management, an order 
of magnitude more than official statistics suggest.  Ninety-six percent of forest allocated or contracted to 
communities is natural forest, typically of poor quality.   

Table 1 RBC recipients as of August 2009 (area numbers rounded to nearest ’000 hectares) 

Recipient Forest area (hectares) % total forest area Area allocated (hectares) 

PCs (unallocated) 2,423,000 18 0 

Forest management boards 4,318,000 33 3,992,000 

State forest companies 2,044,000 15 0 

Households, individuals 3,287,000 25 2,856,000 

Armed forces 244,000 1.84 219,000 
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5. RESULTS 

The purpose of this study is to understand 
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 The process of community engagement and CFM negotiation appears to have had a greater social 
impact than the introduction of rigorous technical procedures (which, nevertheless, has helped to 
develop human capital through training). 

5.4 Environmental outcomes 
 Improved forest quality has been achieved through the introduction of CFM.  Compared with the 

previous open-access regime, forest allocation has slowed forest degradation and allowed some 
natural regeneration. 

 Stronger forces continue to drive declines in overall environmental quality: road building, upstream 
development, over-abstraction of water for domestic use and crop irrigation, large-scale mono-
cropping, and so on. 

6. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

6.1 Process 
The villages in this study have participated in two kinds of CFM project: those with international assistance 
and those that were part of MARD’s CFM pilot project (which relied primarily on local government 
support).  Projects with international assistance engaged communities in a more thorough, rigorous and 
participatory process than the MARD project.  Internationally supported projects, owing to their limited 
geographical scope, were also able to concentrate resources to deliver higher quality processes.  But 
perhaps the main difference between internationally assisted and government CFM processes was time.  
MARD’s CFM pilot started in late 2006 and ended in mid-2009.  To complete the project within this short 
time required a top-down and prescriptive process.  In the villages surveyed, community consultation was 
restricted to a single half-day meeting at which pre-prepared CFM plans were presented and villagers given 
the opportunity to voice no-objection. 

Generic, technical management plans that focus on timber harvesting were unintelligible to ethnic minority 
communities.  None of the villages sampled (including those supported by external technical assistance) 
could produce copies of their CFM plans.  Thus, irrespective of the type of assistance and quality of 
process, it appears that CFM plans in their current form are beyond the capacity (or perhaps interest) of 
local communities to implement beyond the life of project.   

This study indicates another basic shortcoming in the CFM process: unclear physical demarcation of 
allocated forest.  Besides clearly defined resource owners, a fundamental prerequisite for effective 
collective management of common pool resources is clear demarcation of resource management 
boundaries.  The lack of such demarcation was frequently cited by village respondents as a weakness in the 
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improved market access, and the export of labor to local industrial areas were consistently cited as the 
main livelihood options responsible for higher incomes in recent years. 

In the case of villages that participated in MARD’s CFM pilot, large sales of timber cannot be expected in 
the two years of implementation, given the poor or denuded state of the forest allocated.  Yet even in 
villages in Son La, which received forest 10 years ago, local villagers claimed to derive little or no benefit 
from CFM.  Again, improvements in agricultural productivity were cited as the main reasons for income 
gains, coupled with a declining dependence on forest-based income.  Where villagers still relied on forest 
resources for personal consumption (primarily fuel wood, rattan, timber for tool construction, and forest 
fruits and vegetables), these came from household plantations, not community-managed natural forests. 

The study corroborates 
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internal conflicts.  But informants also reported cases of unequal benefit sharing, with village leaders 
grabbing a disproportionately large area of forest.   

Table 2 Potential and actual outcomes from CFM (S: significant social outcome; P: partial social outcome; 
I: insignificant social outcome; N: no information from this study) 

Potential livelihood outcomes from CFM Actual livelihood outcomes as documented by this study 

1. Livelihood security 

Higher levels of awareness of long-term 
benefits from CFM: sustainable product 
harvest and improved ecosystem services (S) 

Largely realized through information dissemination within the 
community as a consequence of engaging in participatory processes 

  

Enhanced human capacity through technical 
training and experiential learning (P) 

Not fully realized due to weak process (notably under MARD’s CFM 
pilot); villagers do not understand or use CFM plans; CFM not 
sustained beyond life of project; some technical capacity built by 
international projects, e.g. nursery development, agroforestry. 

  

Enhanced natural assets through secure 
tenure and improved management resulting 
in forest regeneration (I) 

Tenure secured and management improved, but resulting benefits 
low because of poor quality of forest 

More resilient livelihoods through greater 
ability to cope with and recover from stresses 
and shocks (I) 

Minor livelihood gains in material aspects (subsistence 
use/commercial sale) owing to poor quality of forest allocated; 
potentially increased livelihood vulnerability 

2. Social capital 

Wider sense of ownership among community 
members for their collective responsibility to 
manage and protect forests (S) 

Sampled villages acknowledged their long-term collective right and 
responsibility to protect allocated forests for future (timber) resource 
extraction by current and future generations 

Community cohesion (equitable 
enhancement of social capital), including 
acknowledgement of the value of working 
collectively (P) 

Partially realized, with some villagers reporting reduced or no 
conflicts over resource use in the village, together with the ability to 
exclude outsiders.  Others disowned CFM because of a perceived lack 
of tangible benefits from poor-quality forest 

2. Natural resource governance 

Improved management performance, 
responsive to and meeting the needs and 
concerns of all stakeholders (P) 

Management performance improved in comparison to previous 
Commune PC tenure, which was marked by an absence of 
management interventions; full potential of CFM not realized as most 
villages unable to sustain implementation of management plans 
beyond life of project  

Fairer, more equitable sharing of costs and 
benefits of natural resource management; in 
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CFM has yet to confer demonstrable improvements in natural resource governance.  Forest protection has 
improved overall, albeit mainly because the forests allocated had been neglected by Commune PCs.  Based 
on the results of this study, it appears that CFM has yet to empower local communities in managing their 
natural resources.  The huge challenge of 
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pilot programme, has proved too challenging for community implementation, even in cases where forest 
quality has allowed some logging.  Further efforts to introduce CFM should use simpler methods and 
deliver them in a more participatory manner.  Methodical management planning may not be an 
appropriate way to introducing CFM practices.  None of the villages sampled during this study could recall 
the content of their CFM plans.  Simpler, negotiated village regulations which include short lists of 
permitted and prohibited activities may be a better way to introduce sustainable forest management. 

Apply principles of collective common-
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demands major changes in roles and the development of new capacities by government, the potential for 
CFM to deliver desired social outcomes cannot be realized unless the State transfers greater authority to 
community forest owners.  Giving greater management authority to communities will liberate local 
government from existing command-and-control responsibilities, allowing it to adopt new roles of neutral 
facilitator, extension service provider, and impartial regulator.  

Apply principles of good governance to natural resource management.  Together with the principles of 
common-pool resource management cited above, good governance principles should be a starting point 
for strengthening CFM implementation in any future projects.  These include: 

 Rights: in Vietnam, this means communities having similar rights to individuals and organizations as 
forest owners. 

 Legitimacy: of a community’s right to manage forests, not just in legal terms, but as a social 
contract with other local stakeholders. 

 Subsidiarity: effective devolution of management responsibilities from State to community; 
requiring transfer of power together with post-allocation support. 

 Equity: in terms of sharing costs and benefits from CFM and the avoidance of elite benefit capture. 

 Accountability: decision-




