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TÓM TẮT 
Quá trình thực hiện chính sách và các chương trình phát triển tại lưu vực sông Cả có ảnh hưởng 

tích cực và tiêu cực đến đời sống và thực tế quản lý tài nguyên của cộng đồng địa phương. Nghiên cứu 
đánh giá kết quả thực hiện các chính sách và chương trình từ khía cạnh phân quyền nhằm hỗ trợ các 
nhà hoạch định chính sách rút ra bài học và đưa ra các điều chỉnh cần thiết trong quá trình soạn thảo 
chính sách. Kết quả nghiên cứu chỉ ra rằng yếu tố phân quyền không chỉ xuất hiện trong chính sách 
phân bổ đất rừng mà còn trong các chương trình phát triển. Sự hợp tác chặt chẽ giữa cấp tỉnh và cấp xã 
đã khuyến khích chính quyền và cộng đồng địa phương tham gia vào quá trình ra quyết định liên quan 
đến quản lý tài nguyên. Tuy nhiên, sự phân quyền này mới chỉ ở giai đoạn đầu. Hầu hết các vấn đề quan 
trọng về quản lý tài nguyên đều do nhà nước quyết định. Việc chia sẻ lợi ích giữa các bên tham gia 
chưa rõ ràng đã hạn chế sự tham gia tích cực của người dân địa phương. Quá trình giám sát và kiểm tra 
của cá nhân và tổ chức được giao quyền còn yếu. Nhằm khắc phục những nhược điểm trên, cần phải 
thay thế cơ chế tiếp cận từ trên xuống, đảm bảo cung cấp thông tin kịp thời và cơ sở pháp lý thuận lợi 
cho chính quyền địa phương, tạo ra cơ chế thích hợp nhằm nâng cao trách nhiệm giải trình cũng như 
năng lực giám sát và kiểm tra.         

Từ khoá: Chính sách, lưu vực sông Cả, phân quyền, quản lý tài nguyên thiên nhiên.  

SUMMARY 
Implementation of policies and development programs in Ca river basin have had significant 

impacts on local people’s livelihood and natural resource management (NRM) practices, which are both 
positive and negative. The paper recognizes outcomes of the implementation of policies and programs 
in NRM from a decentralization point of view in order to assist policy makers in drawing lessons learned 
from the implementation process and making necessary adjustments for future activities in policy 
designing. The results show that decentralization elements are embedded in not only the forestland 
allocation policy but also in many development programs. Close collaboration from the provincial to the 
commune level enhances wider participation of local authorities and people in the decision making 
process with regards to NRM. The decentralization of NRM policies is, however, just in the initial stage 
and arises some problems. All important decisions in NRM are still made by the central government due 
to upward financial dependency of the lower to the upper levels. Benefit sharing in NRM among actors 
has not been clearly defined, which lead to the limited participation of local people. Additionally poor 
planning and supervision and inadequate monitoring from concerned people/organizations are common 
in the area. To improve the situation, changes are needed, including the replacement of ineffective top-
down approach, guarantee of good access of information and a favorable legal framework for local 
government, equality of benefit sharing in NRM among actors, and an appropriate mechanism for 
downward accountability, supervision and monitoring activities of actors given power.       
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1. INTRODUCTION  

At the beginning of the 1980s, decentralization 
first started to be implemented in political and 
economic reforms in developing countries. It has 
been proven that effectiveness and equity are the 
outcomes of the adoption of decentralization policies 
and this is also a reason why decentralization is 
being widely promoted in different fields. In NRM 
decentralization is not an easy task and it is a very 
sensitive issue since it promotes power sharing over 
natural resources, such as forests, water, and land 
with their available resources, and these resources 
are often the center of competition among 
government institutions, private companies and local 
communities. Because of this, decentralization in the 
case of NRM can easily lead to conflicts that may 
make the implementation decentralization policies 
ineffective. 

Nowadays NRM decentralization is being 
practiced in a number of developing countries in 
general, and it is a common trend in mainland 
Southeast Asia in particular. The governments of 
China, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia (Mairi Dupar & 
Nathan Badenoch, 2002) and also the government 
of Vietnam are trying to gradually devolve more 
powers over NRM to local governments and 
communities with the aim of encouraging the wider 
participation of upland communities in governing 
the natural resource base in order to increase the 
economic efficiency and environmental soundness 
of NRM. 

According Agraval and Ribot (1998) 
decentralization is power devolution from the 
central government to local governments in an 
administrative order. In fact, decentralization takes 
place in many forms and at different levels in 
different aspects, but what attracts us most is the 
way powers are allocated, how and whom they are 
allocated to, and under what conditions powers are 
devolved to lower levels. Effectiveness of 
decentralization heavily depends on the interaction 
of three closely related factors of decentralization. 
They are actors, powers and accountability. 
Effectiveness of decentralization also depends on 
actors' decision-making capability, which in turn 
depends on a number of factors, such as financial, 
and human resources and information access. Lack 
of information, funds and trained staffs are the 
main constraints that face the local governments 
and limit their ability to exercise their allocated 
powers. 

In Vietnam NRM has suffered radical changes 
in association with the development history of the 
country under the changing of the government 
policies. During 1970-1990 the natural resources in 
the country seriously degraded, especially forest 
resources. Our research in Nghe An province shows 
that the main cause of forest degradation is poor 
management, which has led to unplanned logging 
and extensive shifting cultivation, which in turn has 
caused serious forest losses. In addition, increasing 
population growth together with the government 
resettlement program from the lowland to the 
upland has placed more pressure on the forest 
resources.  

In the 1990s, responding to this situation the 
government adopted policy innovations and 
development programs to assist uplanders' 
livelihoods and improve NRM in the upland areas. 
Implementation of these policies and programs in 
the study sites of Ca river basin have had 
significant impacts on local people’s livelihood and 
NRM practices, which are both positive and 
negative. It is believed that recognizing the 
outcomes of the implementation of these policies 
and programs from a decentralization point of view 
will be useful for institutions or individuals, to 
whom powers are devolved, and for policy makers 
so that they can draw lessons learned from the 
implementation process and make necessary 
adjustments for future activities in policy designing 
and implementation related to NRM. This is the 
aim of this paper, and in order to do this certain 
government policies related to NRM have been 
chosen to be analyzed. 

2. SITE SELECTION AND RESEARCH  
    METHODOLOGY  

2.1. Site selection 
The study was carried out in 3 districts of the 

upper watershed of the Ca River Basin, Nghe An 
Province. These districts are: Con Cuong, Tuong 
Duong and Ky Son. The surveys were carried out in 
the hamlets where different ethnic groups are 
living, such as: Thai, Kho Mu, H’mong, and Odu.  
Living in the remote mountainous areas most of 
them still practice shifting cultivation as the main 
way to earn their livings and their livelihood is 
heavily dependent on natural resources and 
swidden farming, therefore government policy on 
NRM directly affects their livelihood. There are 
also some international development programs and 
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NGO projects being implemented in a number of 
hamlets of this area, such as: Opium Cultivation 
Eradication program (funded by UNDPC) in Ky 
Son, Social Forestry and Nature Conservation 
Project (SFNC) (funded by the EU), and Oxfam 
Hong Kong’s projects.            

2.2. Research methodology  
- Collection of secondary data and institutional 

surveys from provincial level to hamlet level. 
- Personal discussions with relevant 

government officers, local leaders, project staffs.  
- Group discussions with target groups of 

villagers using Participatory Rural Appraisal tools. 

3. FINDING AND DISCUSSION 
3.1. Decentralization elements embedded in NRM  
        policies 

It is easy to notice that some decentralization 
elements are embedded in the forestland allocation 
policy through implementing the government 
resolutions 01, 02 and 163. This policy in the 
forestry sector has made a significant change in 
forest landuse and management. Due to these 
resolutions, a part of the forest is allocated to local 
authorities, social organizations and individuals for 
a long fixed period, in place of the previous 
government monopoly over forests. With this 
policy the government has created a legal 
framework for realizing decentralized management 
of land and forest in the upland.  This provides 
more scope for the local authorities and people to 
participate in the decision making process with 
regards to forest landuse and management than 
before. Due to this policy forest now has its real 
owners and local people have been given 
responsibility over their allocated forest and land. 
This encourages them to make sound decisions on 
long-term and more sustainable forest management. 

Some decentralization elements are found 
under the implementation of these policies. In Nghe 
An there is close collaboration from the provincial 
to the commune level. In implementing the 
Resolutions 01 and 02 at the grassroots level forest 
land allocation teams are formed, in which 
commune and village leaders are also involved. 
Before allocation of forest and land to households 
village meetings are held for the villagers to decide 
how to allocate land and forest in their village on 
the basis of equity and convenience among 
landusers in each village/hamlet. State forest 

enterprises are also assigned to do forest allocation 
based on the Resolution 01 to households for 
protection and a management cost is paid to them. 
The district forestland allocation steering 
committee together with the commune forestland 
allocation team is responsible for any conflicts that 
happen or complaints that arise from villagers 
during the land allocation process. Theoretically, if 
the land allocation process were done properly as 
planned, participation from local people and 
authorities in this process would have been more 
active and meaningful. 

Besides the forestland allocation, the 
government recently has adopted reforestation 
programs, such as the 327 program (revegetating 
bare hills and waste lands program) and the 5-
million hectare reforestation Program (661 project). 
These reforestation policies aim at supporting and 
encouraging landusers to invest in agro-forestry 
production and forest regeneration. Although the 
661 project only started in 1999 in some places, 
decentralization to some degree in its 
implementation is obvious through the government 
and provincial related documents, where the 
important role of the district project management 
board is stressed. The provincial steering 
committee and project management board are 
responsible for project designing and planning, then 
available funds granted by the government are 
allocated to districts in order to implement the 
provincial plans. In its turn each district allocates 
its plans to its communes based on the provincial 
planning. On the government side, annually it 
provides grants to each province based on their 
plans and the government’s available budget. With 
these reforestation programs the first priority is 
given to the landusers to participate in the project.  

Some decentralization elements can also be 
found in other development programs, such as the 
poverty alleviation and hunger eradication program, 
the fixed cultivation and sedentarization program. 
Before 1992 both of these programs were 
implemented based on a top-down and subsidy 
approach, but since 1992 a project approach in the 
implementation of these programs has replaced the 
ineffective top-down approach and in many places 
it has yielded better results due to improving the 
accountability of project management boards and 
project staffs. According to this approach small 
projects under these programs are designed and 
planned at the village and commune levels, then 
they are approved by the district and province for 
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funding and preferential loans. The most successful 
projects are the home garden development projects, 
livestock development project (cattle and poultry 
raising), and agro-forestry gardening development 
project.  

Decentralization of natural resource management 
is also promoted through official recognition of 
customary laws that encourage natural resource 
protection and village regulations according to the 
MARD’s (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development) guideline No. 54 issued in 1999.  
Under this guideline local upland communities are 
encouraged to revise their customary laws or set up 
new village regulations in NRM (called Huong 
uoc) in accordance with the present socio-economic 
and environmental setting of each village and 
aligned to the state legalistic framework. The 
village NRM regulations and customary laws 
provide village and commune leaders some power 
to adjudicate violations of the village regulations at 
a certain level defined by the state laws. This policy 
aims at enhancing accountability and wider 
participation of local people and authorities in 
protecting the natural resources in their home 
villages. In Nghe An, most of the upland villages 
have formulated their Huong uoc and they are 
approved by the district governments. However, in 
fact the success of the implementation of village 
Huong uoc of different communities is different 
and depends upon the awareness of the community 
members and accountability of local leaders. The 
only point that matters is how the Huong uoc are 
implemented in the daily community life.     

3.2. Problems arising in the implementation of 
       government policies in NRM from the 
       decentralization point of view 

3.2.1. Power devolution and benefit sharing 
It is obvious that the decentralization of NRM 

policies is just in the initial stage.  All important 
decisions in NRM are made by the central 
government. Power in decision-making devolved to 
local governments is restricted to making decision 
on the implementation of what the central 
government has already decided. The power to 
decide how to use forest resources still belongs to 
the central government; it is not in the power of 
local governments to decide this. To support local 
governments to realize NRM policies annually a 
certain amount of funds, which is often not enough 
to cover all implementation costs, is allocated to 
them. Moreover, having no other source of funds 

Nghe An - one of the poorest provinces in the 
country - has to rely on the government grants. This 
created the financial dependency of local 
governments to the central government. In the 
whole administration order it creates an upward 
financial dependency of the lower on the upper 
levels. To a certain extent it represents the top-
down subsidizing approach to NRM, and helps to 
explain why it is difficult to mobilize active 
participation from local governments. This partly 
explains the slow forestland allocation process and 
poor implementation success of other reforestation 
and development programs in the province.  

In addition, when power is transferred to the 
hamlet and commune leaders, but they do not have 
financial resources, they are hardly able to exercise 
their decision making power. In reality, since there 
is no mechanism for commune and hamlet 
management boards to generate financial resource 
to maintain their activities, they rely on small 
budgets contributed by the villagers; therefore they 
are not able to make meaningful independent 
decisions on NRM. 

Another aspect of decentralization is the way 
powers are devolved. Government staffs involved 
in the forestland allocation work are also 
concurrently assigned some other tasks besides 
their main job. Sometimes, some of them cannot 
find enough time to fulfill all their assigned tasks. 
Moreover, the situation often becomes more 
difficult and complicated when project staffs, 
especially leaders, change work place or move to 
another position, and they have to transfer their 
duties to others. This transferring needs time to take 
place and it also takes time for the new staff to 
continue the work. This often causes many 
problems in the implementation process, not only 
for forestland allocation but also for other projects 
and programs as well.             

One of vice-chairmen of Con Cuong district 
complained to us about his work overload. At the 
same time he was in charge for 15 sections and 
most of his time he had to spend on attending 
different kinds of meetings and signing different 
kinds of documents. He hardly finds enough time to 
go to the field to meet and discuss with local 
people, to see how the work is going on in the 
communes and hamlets etc. From this example it is 
obvious that poor supervising and monitoring can 
be an outcome of power devolution if it is not 
carefully planned and implemented. Moreover, it 
may lead to power concentration in a few local 
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leaders and it can also easily lead to increased 
bureaucracy. 

Benefit sharing is another issue that has 
attracted special attention of landusers and project 
staffs. From the landuser side, long-term benefits 
for them in the NRM policies are not clearly 
defined. Small government payments for forest 
protection and limited initial loans for forest 
planting do not create incentives and foster 
responsibility among landusers to actively 
implement reforestation programs. From the project 
staff side, low salaries for their workload also do 
not create incentives for them to fulfill their 
assigned tasks with necessary accountability.          

3.2.2. Accountability   
It is obvious that success of implementation of 

NRM policies also depends on the accountability of 
the people/organizations to whom power is 
devolved. Poor planning and supervision, 
inadequate monitoring from concerned 
people/organizations are common in the study sites 
and it is considered one of the main causes of the 
poor implementation success of these policies. This 
is also the main reason behind the failure in 
implementing 327 projects in Tuong Duong and 
Con Cuong districts. Some examples of what 
happens when accountability is lacking is that there 
can be waste of seedlings, low survival rate of 
seedlings poor-quality fruit gardens and other 
perennial plantations, which are the inevitable 
outcome of the supply of low quality seedlings 
regardless of local people's demand, and the lack of 
necessary technical guidelines before and after 
planting.       

Another example of problems caused by the 
lack of accountability was found in forest land 
allocation done by the Social Forestry and Nature 
Conservation Project in Quang Yen and Quang 
Thinh Hamlets, Tam Dinh Commune, Tuong 
Duong District, where the area of allocated forest 
and land was estimated without clear defined 
borders in the field.  Because of this, the landusers 
do not know exactly where the borders are of their 
allocated forests and land.  This in turn has led to 
disputes among landusers in the same hamlets. In 
Quang Thinh Hamlet (Tam Dinh Commune) and 
Tam Bong Hamlet (Tam Quang Commune), 
located in the same district, one forest that is 
located in the border area between the hamlets was 
allocated twice to households in both hamlets. The 
consequence of this is that there are critical disputes 

among landusers of the two hamlets that until now 
have not been solved. 

In Ky Son district, because of complicated 
topography and lack of funds, forestland allocation 
was done only to household groups, but not directly 
to each household, whereas local people want to 
have forest and land allocated directly to the 
households.  Consequently, the villagers (H'mong 
people) still cultivate on their old plots, which were 
divided among the villagers long ago, and the forest 
remains ownerless, as it was before forestland 
allocation took place. 

Thus, in fact there exists only upward 
accountability, and there is no clear mechanism for 
downward accountability. The lack of downward 
accountability has led to a number of unexpected 
outcomes occurring during implementation of the 
government policies in NRM. Those mentioned 
above are only some evidence; there are many more 
similar cases. Supervision and monitoring by an 
independent institution may be needed to increase 
downward accountability of power devolved to 
people/organizations as they exercise that power. 

3.2.3. Participation 

Participation may take place through the direct 
participation of local people or through their 
representatives, local authorities, who are elected 
by the local people to make decisions regarding 
how natural resources should be used. Our research 
revealed that participation took place at different 
levels depending on the approaches applied by each 
project/program. Clear-cut differences in 
participation were found between the top-down 
approach applied by 327 projects and the bottom-
up approach employed by the Social Forestry and 
Nature Conservation Project (SFNC).  

With regards to participation in the 327 
projects the villagers and local leaders agreed on 
that they had no voice in the project planning 
activities and all decisions were made regardless of 
the local settings and people’s needs and 
preferences. Moreover, the free-of-charge supply of 
seedlings, together with poor access to information, 
led part of the project beneficiaries to under-
evaluate and misunderstand government supports 
and the objectives of the 327 program.  This in turn 
often yielded undesirable outcomes such as: waste 
of seedlings (by not using them) and the serious 
damaging of newly established forests and fruit 
gardens by free grazing livestock. 
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Taking into account limitations of the 327 
program the SFNC created opportunities not only 
for the villagers to be actively involved in the 
project activities, but also for the local leaders and 
hamlet elders to participate in the project planning 
and management activities. Besides this, a network 
of hamlet extension workers was formed to support 
the villagers to successfully implement newly 
introduced production models selected by each 
household based on its resource availability and 
preference. Production activities under the project 
support are rather diverse and all the project-
planning activities are based on household 
planning. The project aims at satisfying local 
people’s need for household economic 
development, and the main objective of this project 
is to assist local people living in the buffer zone of 
Pu Mat Nature Reserve to improve their livelihood 
through production activities, rather then relying on 
the exploitation of natural resources in the core 
zone of the Nature Reserve. With this participatory 
approach local people and leaders in the project 
sites are eager to participate in the project activities 
and they realize the direct benefit they are gaining 
from these activities. Although this project has been 
implemented for two years its implementation 
success in changing production behavior of local 
people and income improvement is highly 
appreciated by project beneficiaries and local 
authorities. 

Even when participation takes place, there is 
poor participation from disadvantaged households 
(e.g. poor households, female-headed households) 
in hamlets due to their weak voice in decision-
making at hamlet level. This poor participation is 
common in the study sites for the disadvantage 
groups in all hamlet activities and it creates 
favorable conditions for the elite group in hamlets 
to participate in decision-making process at the 
commune and hamlet levels.  Consequently, the 
elite households are the ones who benefit most 
from land allocation and other development 
programs in the upland.  

Forestland allocation based on household 
demand is another example. At first, the forestland 
seemed equitably allocated among households 
because it satisfied local people’s needs and their 
investment capability. However, this forestland 
allocation has revealed inequities in NRM. In Bai 
Bong Hamlet, Lang Khe Commune all households 
of the high-income group have larger forestland 
than other households in the hamlet, whereas poor 

households have small areas under forest or none at 
all. Those who do not have forestland are always in 
a very difficult situation, because they rely purely 
on farming activities, which only provide food to 
cover daily needs, and they do not have any income 
from forest products. They even do not have places 
to collect firewood for family needs because the 
forests surrounding their hamlet already have 
owners. In this case they have to ask for the 
forestland owners to allow them to collect some 
firewood from their forests.  

3.3. Lessons learned  
- Although government policies are important 

steps towards a framework for a sustainable 
environment and have created the new 
opportunities for the people to be involved in 
NRM, there are some shortcomings in the design 
and implementation of the government policies of 
upland forestland allocation and forest 
management. Both the land allocation and the 
327/661 program are designed to be nation-wide 
and thus do not take into account different 
population groups, farming traditions, physical 
conditions, etc. Although intended to benefit all 
population groups the policies are in fact more 
suited to market oriented communities than to, for 
example, traditional hamlets of H’mong or Kho Mu 
people in the remote areas. 

- The top-down approach, which does not 
create room for active participation of local 
authorities and communities in NRM, together with 
poor management, passive planning and the 
financial dependency of local governments on the 
central government, are the main forces that restrict 
the success of the implementation of government 
policies and programs in Nghe An. 

- Local government should not only have 
implementing power and tasks devolved to it, but 
also meaningful decision-making power over 
natural resource usage. Besides this, they should be 
guaranteed the necessary resources, access to 
information and a favorable legal framework for 
realizing their assigned tasks and using their 
devolved power. 

- To attract active participation into NRM, 
benefit sharing in NRM among actors must be 
clearly defined, including both to whom powers are 
to be devolved to and the local communities rights 
and responsibilities.  This will create a motivating 
force for participation.             

Formatted: Bullets and Numbering



Tran Duc Vien 

49 

- Local people need to have access to 
information about government policies and 
programs so that they can make sound decisions 
regarding their participation in carrying out these 
programs. 

- An appropriate mechanism for supervising 
and monitoring activities of the actors who have 
been given power, while they are exercising their 
powers and assigned tasks, need to be applied so 
that they can be properly held accountable with 
regards to the use of their power and the results of 
their assigned tasks. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 
Administrative decentralization embedded in 

many recent policy innovations on forestland 
allocation and development programs in Ca river 
basin have positive impacts. Close collaboration 
from the provincial to the commune level enhances 
wider participation of local authorities and people 
in the decision making process with regards to 
NRM. Local people's awareness of NRM and 
protection has been raised. In addition, 
decentralization of NRM is also promoted through 
official recognition of customary laws that 
encourage natural resource protection. Customary 
laws can be flexibly changed by local upland 
communities in order to be relevant to the present 
socio-economic and environment setting.  

However, the decentralization of NRM 
policies is just in the initial stage and arises some 
problems. All important decisions in NRM are 
made by the central government. Power in 
decision-making devolved to local governments is 
restricted to making decision on the implementation 
of what the central government has already 
decided. This is because the upward financial 
dependency of the lower to the upper levels. It is 
open unclear who has what rights and what 
responsibilities. Consequently, the quality of forest 
continues to decline.  

 

In fact, lack of clear mechanism for downward 
accountability has led to a number of unexpected 
outcomes occurring during the implementation of 
the government policies. Additionally poor 
planning and supervision and inadequate 
monitoring from concerned people/organizations 
are common in the area. 

Participation of local people in natural 
resource management is restricted. Some policies 
and programs took into account the role and 
participation of local people but some did not. It 
seems that the bottom-up approach in the 
implementation of projects has attracted wider 
participation of local farmers. Lack of equities in 
access to and use of forest products between better-
off and poor households is also a problem.  

To improve the situation, changes are needed, 
including the replacement of ineffective top-down 
approach, guarantee of good access of information 
and a favorable legal framework for local 
government, equality of benefit sharing in NRM 
among actors, and an appropriate mechanism for 
downward accountability, supervision and 
monitoring activities of actors given power.  
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