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TÓM TẮT 
Năm 2004, nghiên cứu tại bản Tát, tỉnh Hòa Bình đã được thực hiện nhằm mục đích tìm hiểu và 

phân tích thành phần thực vật, động thái diễn thế và hoạt động quản lý nguồn tài nguyên sau canh tác 
nương rẫy. Trong nghiên cứu này, một hệ thống các phương pháp hoàn chỉnh đã được sử dụng bao 
gồm phương pháp lựa chọn mẫu, phương pháp điều tra thực vật học và phương pháp lập ô tiêu chuẩn. 
Trong mỗi ô tiêu chuẩn, nghiên cứu đã tiến hành thống kê và mô tả các loài thực vật trên nương bỏ hóa 
ở các giai đoạn khác nhau của quá trình diễn thế. Ngoài ra, công thức toán học cũng đã được sử dụng 
để ước tính sinh khối thực vật. Để có được các thông tin định tính như kiến thức và kinh nghiệm của 
người dân trong quản lý nương rẫy bỏ hóa, nghiên cứu đã sử dụng các phương pháp phỏng vấn người 
chủ chốt, phỏng vấn bán cấu trúc và phương pháp ma trận cho điểm. Kết quả nghiên cứu này đã chỉ ra 
rằng nương rẫy sau canh tác, nguồn tài nguyên thường được coi là đất hoang và ít có giá trị trong canh 
tác luân canh, lại đóng vai trò hết sức quan trọng trên khía cạnh kinh tế và sinh thái của hệ sinh thái 
nương rẫy tổng hợp tại bản Tát, miền núi phía Bắc, Việt Nam.   

Từ khóa: Hệ sinh thái nương rẫy tổng hợp, nương rẫy bỏ hóa, vai trò kinh tế và sinh thái. 

SUMMARY 
The research was carried out in 2004 in Tat Hamlet which aimed at investigating flora composition, 

successional dynamics and management of fallow swidden. In this study, a comprehensive method has 
been applied to identify flora in the study area as well as to select sample fallow fields. Sample plots were 
also established to record the vegetation of fallow fields in different successional stages then mathematical 
functions were used to estimate biomass of fallow vegetation. In addition, farmer’s knowledge about fallow 
management was collected through key informant interviews with knowledgeable farmers, semi-structured 
interviews, and matrix ranking exercises. Results of the study suggested that fallow land, far from being 
useless wasteland as it is commonly portrayed as in the Vietnamese official mythology of shifting 
cultivation, plays vital ecological and economic roles in the continued functioning of the composite 
swidden agroecosystem in Tat hamlet, Northern Upland, Vietnam. 

Key words: Composite swidden agroecosystem, ecological and economic roles, fallow swidden, 
Northern upland, Vietnam.  

1. INTRODUCTION  

Fallow swidden fields are an important 
subsystem of the composite swidden 
agroecosystem in Tat hamlet. In this paper we 
describe the floral composition and successional 
dynamics of the vegetation found in fallow 
swiddens in Tat hamlet, the uses to which the 
villagers put wild products collected from the 
fallow fields, and their practices and beliefs 
regarding systems of fallow management.  

Fallow management is a traditional practice 
for restoring soil fertility and biomass accumulation 
for swidden fields in many parts of the tropics 
(Kass and Somarriba, 1999; Scott et al., 1999). 
However, the traditional fallow recently has been 
shifted to manage fallow such as planted or 
improved fallow, and the function of fallow 
probably has changed (Scott et al., 1999; Cairns 
and Garrity, 1999). Therefore, there are urgent 
needs to investigate natural resources, their use and 
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management in order to find suitable integrated 
solutions for sustainable development.  

Vietnam has 50 of 54 ethnic groups practicing 
swidden farming with a total of 9 million people 
using a total swidden area of 3.5 million ha (Vo Dai 
Hai et al., 2003). Thus, according to the former 
Ministry of Forestry, about 50% area of annual 
forest loss in Vietnam had been caused by shifting 
cultivation. Especially in the recent years, upland 
people face a shortage of  land for agriculture due 
to population pressure, market demand, and the 
land allocation program (Tran Duc Vien, 2004). 
The scarcity of land leads to shortened fallow 
periods, causing land degradation (Tran Duc Vien, 
1998; Nguyen Thanh Lam et al., 2005; Tran Duc 
Vien et al., 2004). As a result, in many ecological 
zones of the country, barren land is widespread. On 
this barren land, bush species become dominant 
species, which are managed differently with 
different success. Da Bac district is located in the 
upper watershed of the Da River Basin in Hoa Binh 
province, where it plays a very important role in 
protecting hydro-electric dam and the Red River 
Delta. A large area in Da Bac has become barren 
land due to shortened fallow periods, which are an 
important subsystem of the composite swidden 
agroecosystem in Tat hamlet. This paper describes 
the floral composition and successional dynamics 
of the vegetation found in fallow swiddens in Tat 
hamlet, the uses to which the villagers put wild 
products collected from the fallow fields, and their 
practices and beliefs regarding systems of fallow 
management.  

2. RESEARCH  DESIGN  AND  
    METHODOLOGY 

The study was carried out in 2004. It includes 
identifying the plant species found within the 
territory of the hamlet and ascertaining the uses of 
these species by the villagers. Sample fields that 
had been under fallow for varying lengths of time 
were selected and the characteristics of vegetation 
in these fields described and its biomass estimated. 
Information about farmer knowledge about fallow 
management was also collected.   
2.1. Identification of flora in the study area  

A survey of flora was carried out by walking 
along four transects with a total length of 12 km 
together with local key informants, who were 
deeply knowledgeable about the flora in the study 
site. All the different flora species encountered 
were collected and key informants interviewed in 
order to obtain their local names and an explanation 

of how these species are used (e.g., as timber, food, 
medicine). Scientific names of the samples 
(species) were identified by morphological 
comparison and from secondary data on flora in 
Vietnam (Pham Hoang Ho, 1993). Botanical 
phylums were listed in order of vegetation 
evolution, i.e., from plants that scatter spores 
[Psilotophyta (Ngành Khuyết lá thông), 
Lycopodiophyta (Ngành Thông đất), 
Polipodiophyta (Ngành Dương xỉ)] to plants with 
seeds [Pinophyta (Ngành Thông), Magnoliophyta 
(Ngành Ngọc lan)]. The list of species is in 
alphabetical order based on phylum, family, genus, 
and species (except for the Magnoliophyta [Ngành 
Ngọc lan] phylum which is under class order). 

2.2. Selection of sample fallow fields 
A general survey was made of fallow fields in 

the hamlet, key informants were interviewed 
regarding land use history, and the conditions of the 
selected fields were checked to make sure that they 
met all of the selection criteria. Finally, different 
fallow fields were selected in the second, fifth, 
tenth, and twentieth year of fallow. Three plot 
replications were selected for each fallow period. 
The fields were carefully selected to be as uniform 
as possible in terms of soil type, slope gradient, 
position of the fields, cultivation history, and fallow 
succession. All the fields selected had been 
managed using local fallow management practices. 

2.3. Description of characteristics of the vegetation 
       in different stages of the fallow  

Different sized standard plots were used to 
record the vegetation of fallow fields in different 
successional stages (Figure 1). The standard plot A 
was 50 x 50 m (0.25 ha) and was applied to forest 
after 20 years of fallow. All timber trees having a 
diameter at breast height (DBH) larger than 10 cm 
were measured: DBH (cm), Hdc (m) (= crown 
point height) and Hvn (m) (=total height). Trees 
shorter than 10 meters in height were directly 
measured, while trees taller than 10 meters were 
measured by using the similar triangles method. 

The size of standard plot B was 31.5m x 
31.5m (ca. 0.1 ha) and was applied to 4 to 5 year-
old fallow plots and 10 year-old fallow plots. 
Measurement of tree species is similar to that done 
for the standard plot A. The standard plot C was 
10m x 10m and was used to measure the number of 
species of bushes and bamboo. The standard plot D 
was 2m x 2m and was used to measure grass 
biomass under the woody canopy. 
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Figure 1. Diagram comparing the sizes of the A, B, C, and D standard plots 

2.4. Estimation of biomass of fallow vegetation  
The biomass of vegetation in plots in different 

fallow stages was measured using methods 
appropriate to the class of vegetation. For trees, the 
volume of all the specimens growing inside the A 
plot was determined by the equation:  
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Where Vo = Volume of timber, D1.3 = 
diameter of timber plant at breast height; Hcrown = 
height of the tree; f1.3 = coefficient (f1.3 = 0.42 for 
natural forest; f1.3 = 0.45 for planted forest) (Vu 
Tien Hinh and Pham Ngoc Giao, 1998). The tree 
biomass was estimated from their total volume 
using the NIRI (Nissho Iwai Research Institute) 
formula (Ngo Dinh Que et al., 2003):  

V1 = 1.33 * Vo 

V = V1 * 1.2 
M = 0.5 * V = 1.33 * 1.2 * 0.5 x Vo 
Where: M = Biomass of trees, Vo = Volume of 

above ground biomass of timber, V1= Total volume 
of above ground biomass of trees (leaves, timber, 
and stems), and V=Total volume of above and 
underground biomass of trees. 

For bushes, bamboo, and lianas, the average 
wet weight per plot was directly determined and 
then converted to dry weight of the specific 
vegetation (i.e., bushes, bamboo, or vines) per 
hectare. The biomass of grass was determined by 
picking, washing and weighing all the specimens 
growing inside the D-plot (2m x 2m). 

2.5. Collection of farmer’s knowledge about fallow 
       management   

Key informant interviews were conducted 
with four knowledgeable farmers and semi-
structured interviews were made with six farmers in 
Tat hamlet to collect information about local fallow 
management practices. A matrix ranking exercise 
was done with nine farmers representing men and 
women in different age groups to gather 
information about the use of species found in the 
different fallow stages. 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSION 
3.1. Description of fallow flora 

The flora of the fallow fields is described in 
following sections in terms of diversity, life forms, 
and the uses made of different species by the 
villagers.  
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Table 1. Distribution of flora life forms in fallows in Tat hamlet 

Type Number of species Percentage 

Grass 178 42.5 
Trees 137 32.7 
Lianas 45 10.7 
Bushes 50 11.9 
Palms 9 2.2 

Total 419 100.0 

Table 2. Useful fallow plant species in Tat hamlet 

Uses/functions Number of species Percentage (%) 

Medicine 225 53.7 

Fruit 59 14.1 

Timber 39 9.3 

Vegetables 44 10.5 

Ornamental 8 1.9 

Spice 17 4.1 

Dye 3 0.7 

Chewed with betel 3 0.7 

No use identified 21 5.0 

Total 419 100.0 

 
3.1.1. Diversity of fallow flora  

A total of 419 species belonging to 283 
Genuses, 113 Families, and 5 Phyla (Psilotophyta, 
Lycopodiophyta, Polipodiophyta, Pinophyta, and 
Magnoliophyta) were identified (Append Table 1). 

It is evident that the flora in the hamlet is very 
diverse. Its composition is affected by a monsoon 
climate and fragmented topography. Variation in 
the sunlight regimes within the different areas of 
the hamlet leads to further differentiation. 
Moreover, the canopy stratification is relatively 
complex due to a high frequency of human 
intervention. Almost all ecological groups are 
represented, including annual and perennial light-
demanding pioneer tree species; tree species with 
medium light demand; and shade tolerant tree 
species. There is a great variation in the number of 
species belonging to each family or genus. The 
Fabaceae family has the largest number of species 
(28), followed in descending order by 
Euphorbiaceae (25 species), Poaceae (18 species), 
Asteraceae (16 species), Rubiaceae (15 species), 
and Moraceae (13 species) (Append Table 2).  

3.1.2. Life forms  
The ecological characteristics of fallow 

vegetation represent the relationship among species 
of the fallow community. Table 1 displays the five 
main floral life forms in Tat hamlet: grass, trees, 
lianas, bushes, and palms, of which the grass 
species are the most numerous. 
3.1.3. Useful plants in the fallow vegetation 

Villagers identified 398 out of the 419 species 
of plants (95%) in the fallow flora as being useful 
for some purpose. These species are categorized 
according to eight different uses (medicine, fruit, 
timber, vegetables, ornamentals, spices, dye, and 
for chewing with betel). As Table 2 shows, 
medicinal plants are the most numerous, followed 
by fruit, vegetables, and timber.  
3.2. Successional Dynamics of Fallow Flora 

The fallow flora undergoes very important 
changes over the course of the fallow cycle. 
Numbers of criteria for identifying different 
successional stages have been used such as species 
composition, life forms, biomass, and presence of 
useful species. These criteria are clearly described 
in the following subsections. 
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Table 3. Changes in number (and percentage) of species in floral life forms in different fallow stages 

Type Length of fallow 
(years) 

Total no. of 
species Grass Bushes Trees Lianas Bamboo 

2 62 
(100.0) 

21 
(33.9) 

16 
(25.8) 

19 
(30.6) 

5 
(8.1) 

1 
(1.6) 

5 42 
(100.0) 

13 
(31.0) 

7 
(16.7) 

18 
(42.9) 

3 
(7.1) 

1 
(2.4) 

10 47 
(100.0) 

13 
(27.7) 

7 
(14.9) 

25 
(53.2) 

2 
(4.3) 

0 
(0.0) 

20 76 
(100.0) 

21 
(27.6) 

8 
(10.5) 

42 
(55.3) 

4 
(5.3) 

1 
(1.3) 

Table 4. Biomass of different life forms in different fallow stages (kg/ha)  

Length of fallow (years) 2 5 10 20 
Grass 16,000 15,000 30,000 19,000 
Small trees and bushes 570 342 4,448 1,290 
Large trees - - 8,131 43,650 
Total biomass 16,570 15,342 42,579 63,940 

     
3.2.1. Successional changes in the species composition 
          of fallow vegetation  

The number and type of species within plots 
changes in the process of succession from one 
fallow stage to the next. The number of tree species 
increases markedly from the second year fallow to 
the twentieth year fallow. Also, the economic value 
of the tree species increases from the second year 
fallow, where lower value Styrax tonkinesis and 
Rhus javanica are found, to the fifth year, where 
Neonauclea calycina and Saurauia roxburghii are 
found, to the tenth year where Ormosia balansae is 
found, and finally to the twentieth year fallow 
where high value Elaeocarpus petiolatus and 
Demos chinensis are found along with several wild 
fruit trees that have market value, such as Garcinia 
cochinchinensis and wild litchi.  
3.2.2. Successional changes in the life forms of fallow 
          vegetation  

The floral life forms also change in 
importance in the course of succession (Table 3). 
Although the species structures of the second and 
the fifth years of fallow are varied, almost all 
species found are light tolerant plants and the tree 
species are outnumbered by grass and bush species. 
The number of species of lianas (vines) decreases 
between the second year and the tenth year of 
fallow. However, between the tenth and twentieth 
year of fallow, the number of lianas increases again 
as the forest canopy closes. The number of tree 
species increases from 19 species found in the 
second year fallow stage to 42 species found in the 

twenty year fallow stage. In general, the number of 
tree species increased, while the number of bush, 
lianas, and grass species decreased, as the length of 
the fallow increased. However, the number of tree 
species slightly decreased between the second year 
fallow stage and the fifth year fallow stage due to 
human intervention, because the villagers collect 
certain species for their livelihoods.  

3.2.3. Successional changes in vegetation biomass  
Overall, the total amount of above ground 

biomass increased over the duration of the fallow, 
going from 16.6 tons/ha in year 2 to 63.9 tons/ha 
after 20 years (Table 4). The greatest change 
occurred for large tree species between 10 and 20 
years of fallow. The changes in biomass of small 
trees, bushes, and grass did not present a clear 
successional trend, however, due to human 
interventions that disturbed the natural regeneration 
pattern, such as planting of bamboo and grazing of 
livestock.  
3.2.4. Changes in the number of useful plants in 
           different fallow stages  

Table 5 displays the change in the number of 
useful plants found in the different fallow stages. It 
is notable that the number of useful woody plant 
species changes rapidly from seven found during 
the first fallow stage to 20 species found in the last 
fallow stage. The numbers of other types of useful 
plants undergo minor changes. The results indicate 
an ecological succession towards the dominance of 
woody species in the old fallow.  
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Table 5. The number of useful plant species in different fallow stages in Tat hamlet 

Number of useful plant species Fallow stages 
(years) Medicinal Fruit Timber Vegetables Ornamental Spice 

2 33 5 7 2 1 1 

5 20 2 6 3 1 1 

10 22 3 11 2 1 1 

20 34 7 20 1 2 0 

Table 6. Utilization of plants collected from fallows during the cooperative period 

          Product 
Use 

Bamboo 
shoots Bamboo Fire-

wood Timber Animals Palm 
leaves 

Medicinal 
plants 

Broom 
grass 

Mush-
rooms 

 
Total 

Food 4 - - - 10 3 - - 2 19 

Sell for cash 2 - - - - - 5 - 5 12 

Medicine - - - - - - 3 - - 3 

Fuel - 3 10 - - - - - - 13 

Housing - 9  6 - 10 - - - 25 

Fencing - 5  4 - - - - - 9 

Livestock 
fodder 6 1  - - - - 10 - 17 

Total 12 18 10 10 10 13 8 10 7  

           
3.3. Utilization of Plants Collected from Fallow 
        Land 

The villagers have always depended heavily 
on products collected from fallow land for both 
their own subsistence needs and as a source of cash 
through sales to the market. However, the plants 
collected and the uses to which they are put has 
changed over the course of time, with a particularly 
marked change between the time when land was 
managed by the cooperative and marketing of wild 
products was controlled by state enterprises, and 
the present time, when most land has been returned 
to household management and a largely free market 
prevails. 

In order to identify changes in the utilization 
of plants collected from the fallows since the 
dismantling of the cooperative, a simple matrix 
analysis was used to identify major fallow products 
and their functions during the cooperative time and 
at present. The matrix used a scoring system of 0 to 
10, with 0 meaning the plant was not important for 
that function while 10 means that it was very 

important for that function. Tables 6 and 7 show the 
ways in which the functions of key products have 
changed from the cooperative period to the present 
time.  

Table 6 shows that plant products collected 
from the fallows were diverse during the 
cooperative period. The products considered 
especially important during the cooperative time 
were bamboo stems, palm fruit and leaves, and 
bamboo shoots. During the cooperative period, the 
fallow products were used mainly for home 
consumption such as house construction, food, 
livestock, and firewood. After the cooperative 
period, however, the relative importance and 
functions of these products changed (Table 7). 
Bamboo is still the most important product, 
followed by bamboo shoots, timber, firewood, and 
broom grass. Today, however, many more products 
are mostly collected for sale in the market, although 
the villagers continue to use them for livestock 
fodder, house construction, fuel, fencing, and their 
own food. 
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Table 7. Utilization of plants collected from fallows in the present time 

          Product 
Use 

Bamboo 
shoots Bamboo Fire-

wood Timber Animals Palm 
leaves 

Medicinal 
plants 

Broom 
grass 

Mush-
rooms Total 

Food 3 - -  5 -   2 10 

Sell for cash 10 8 5 4 2 5 5 5 2 46 

Medicine - - -  1 - 3 - - 4 

Fuel - 5 10  - - - - - 15 

Housing - 5 - 4 - 10 - - - 19 

Fencing - 7 - 5 - - - - - 12 

Livestock 
fodder 10 2 - 3 - - - 10 - 25 

Total 23 27 15 16 8 15 8 15 4  

 
3.4. Fallow Management Systems 

Farmer strategies for managing fallow land 
have changed over time in response to increasing 
population density and changes in government 
policies. During the cooperative period, population 
density was still low and people did not face land 
shortages. Natural fallow and augmenting natural 
fallow regeneration by planting Melia trees and 
palm trees in the fallows were the most popular 
systems of fallow management. Recently, villagers 
have faced greater constraints on land use due to 
population pressure and the implementation of the 
government’s land allocation program. Several 
fallow management systems are currently 
employed in Tat hamlet:  

3.4.1. Natural fallow  
This is a traditional fallow practice that allows 

natural vegetation to regenerate without any human 
intervention. The advantage of this method is that 
soil fertility is naturally restored without any 
investment of capital or labor. However, because 
there is no intervention during the early stages, soil 
erosion can occur during the early years that the 
field lays fallow, and a long period of time can be 
required for the soil in the field to recover. 
Consequently, this method is only applied to fallow 
land located a long distance from the settlement 
area.  
3.4.2. Melia planting on the fallow land 

This type of agroforestry model has long been 
practiced in Tat hamlet (Tran Duc Vien, 2007). 
Farmers usually sow Melia azedarach seeds in their 
swiddens before burning the fields because Melia 

seed only germinates after exposure to high 
temperatures. Both crops and Melia trees are grown 
together in the swidden field. After several crops 
are harvested, the field is left fallow while the 
Melia grow to maturity. Melia grows quickly and 
its timber is used for domestic purposes. Melia leaf 
has a bitter taste and is used as green manure and as 
a method of biological pest control for paddy fields. 
The harvesting period for Melia usually starts 8 to 
10 years after planting. After harvesting of the 
Melia, the next cycle of swiddening starts. This 
model is still popular in Tat hamlet.  
3.4.3. Bamboo planting on the fallow land 

Most households now apply this system on 
some of their land because planting of bamboo is 
promoted by various development projects to 
restore areas considered “barren land” by the 
government. These projects provide farmers with 
subsidized seedlings, fertilizer, and training. 
Planting of Luong bamboo (Dendrocalamus 
brandisii) is often promoted because it has a high 
value, is easy to sell, and grows quickly. However, 
it also has several disadvantages, including it being 
most suitable for growing in moist soils and 
lowland areas, its high initial cost, its removal of a 
large quantity of nutrients from the soil when it is 
harvested, and the high resistance of its leaf litter to 
decomposition. The latter two factors adversely 
affect the next swidden cycle.  
3.4.4. Styrax planting on the fallow land  

The quick growing native tree Styrax 
Tonkinesis is a common pioneer tree in fallow fields 
in many parts of the northern uplands of Vietnam. It 
occurs as a volunteer, but can also be planted by the 
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farmers. Although this species can be sold for paper 
pulp, for timber, and to make matches, it is not 
popular in Tat hamlet, although some farmers plant 
these trees to use for firewood and fencing, as well 
as to speed up the regeneration of the fallow.  
3.4.5. Palm planting on the fallow land 

This model is relatively popular in Tat hamlet. 
At the beginning, crops are intercropped with palms 
for several years. When the palms reach the closed 
canopy stage, cropping is stopped. Palm leaves are 
used for roof thatching and for sale. Recently, local 
farmers can obtain a high cash income from their 
palms during the off farm season (i.e., from 
November to January).  
3.4.6. Coppicing trees in the swidden period 

This method leaves tree stumps with a height 
of 30-40 cm above the ground when the forest 
vegetation is cut to open up a new swidden. This 
results in a reduction of soil erosion and landslides. 
During the cropping phase, the stumps begin to 

regenerate buds and shoots, which permits rapid 
regrowth of secondary forest when the field is 
fallowed. The regenerating trees are a source of 
firewood and also encourage quick recovery of soil 
fertility for the next swidden cultivation cycle.  

3.5. Farmer Perceptions of Fallow Management  
        Systems 

A group discussion was organized in May 
2005 to identify the relative value of different 
fallow management systems used in Tat hamlet in 
the eyes of the farmers. Seven criteria were 
identified: (i) generates income; (ii) needs less 
investment; (iii) offers effective erosion control; 
(iv) improves soil fertility; (v) requires only simple 
techniques; (vi) suitable to the farmer’s situation; 
and (vii) minimizes demand for labor. The matrix 
used a scoring system of 0 to 10, with 0 meaning 
the value was not important for the system while 10 
means that it was very important. Table 8 presents 
the results of group discussion.................................. 

Table 8. Farmer perceptions of the value of different fallow management systems 

                    System 
Value 

Natural 
fallow 

Melia 
planting 

Bamboo 
planting 

Styrax 
planting 

Palm 
planting Coppicing Total Ranking 

Generates income 3* 8 10 4 8 3 33 4 
Less investment 10 8 3 8 8 10 47 1 
Erosion control 3 6 4 4 8 8 29 6 
Improves soil fertility 5 7 2 6 5 7 32 5 
Simple technique 10 8 3 8 8 8 45 2 
Suitable to situation 7 8 4 7 6 6 37 3 
Labor demand 0 6 8 6 7 0 27 7 
Total score 38 51 34 43 50 42   
Ranking 6 1 5 3 2 4   
% households using 20 50 90 50 45 30   

∗ from 0 – no value to 10 – highest value 

The farmers generally favour systems that 
require less investment, simple technology and are 
most suitable to their specific situation. Generation 
of income, improving soil fertility, and controlling 
erosion are all lesser concerns. Labor demand is not 
seen as at all important. Consequently, the locally 
developed models of planting Melia and palms in 
the fallow are most preferred by the farmers. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 
The information presented in this paper shows 

that fallow land, far from being useless wasteland as 
it commonly portrayed as in the Vietnamese official 

mythology of shifting cultivation (Jamieson et al. 
1998; Rambo and Vien, 2001), plays vital 
ecological and economic roles in the continued 
functioning of the composite swidden 
agroecosystem in Tat hamlet. 

The flora found on fallow swiddens is highly 
diverse. The mosaic of fallow fields in various 
stages of succession provides habitats for species 
with a wide range of ecological requirements, from 
early pioneers to those adapted to life under the 
conditions of mature secondary forest. This habitat 
diversity contributes to maintenance of overall 
floral biodiversity.  
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The fallow flora is composed of many species 
having high economic value, especially the timber 
species and medicinal plants. The products 
collected from fallow land have always contributed 
considerably to local livelihoods and local social 
activities, although the significance of specific 
products has changed considerably in recent years 
after the economic reforms. In particular, products 
from the fallows have become important 
commodities used by the farmers to earn cash from 
the market. 

The farmers have experimented with a number 
of innovative agroforestry systems to manage their 
fallows, including planting fallows with melia, 
palms, bamboo or Styrax. Of these, planting of 
melia and palm, the two locally developed systems, 
have been most successful in the eyes of the 
farmers, and would seem to have the most potential 
for expansion in Tat hamlet and beyond.  
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