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ABSTRACT

This paper represents efforts of the Community-Based Conservation of Hoang Lien Mountain Ecosystem Project (Hoang Lien Son Project – HLSP) in engaging local communities in protected area development, functioning and management to discuss the feasible of co-management approach in Hoang Lien Mountains. From very beginning of establishing new protected areas, local communities have been involved in participatory land use planning and then zonation activity. This allows local communities fully participate and raise their voices and concerns to local governments during process of developing a new protected area. To make protected area work as its function, this project supported local stakeholders – Lao Cai, Yen Bai, and Son La Forest Protection Departments set up community-based monitoring groups who are local community representatives to help local governments and protected area authorities monitor, patrol, conserve, and communicate message of biodiversity value to local community. Although local communities involved in protected area development, they are not involved in management decision making processes. Therefore, in order to become a new model of co-management for Vietnam in which local communities can involve in managing protected area, which in future can be applied to other protected areas in Vietnam, this project supported Mu Cang Chai Species/Habitat Conservation Area (SHCA) establish an advisory body – Forest Protection Council. This consists of local representatives from communes around protected area, has responsibility to advise protected area management board, is a link between local community and protected area management board, and bring ideas/concerns from and feedback to local community. By involving local communities in managing protected areas, this project is piloting a model to achieve ‘win-win’ scenario for both local livelihood improvement and biodiversity conservation. Conserve natural forests and habitats will achieve much more success with involvement of local communities in management.

Experiences learnt after few years implementing Hoang Lien Son project demonstrated that local communities are in direct conflict with the current strict no-use management regimes of Vietnamese terrestrial protected areas. Strict no-use regulations are difficult to enforce at local level.   

Introduction

In Vietnam in general and Hoang Lien Mountains in particular, the protected areas are very far from Forest Protection Departments/Stations and administrative institutions. For this reason, it is difficult to manage protected areas without engaging local communities. The key actors of managing and protecting forest should be local people and authorities themselves living in and from protected areas. 

Engaging local communities in protected area development, functioning and management was considered to be very important in doing conservation in Hoang Lien Mountains where known as an endemic bird area, a global centre of plant diversity, a refuge of globally threatened and endemic fauna, one of Vietnam’s poorest areas, and a home to 33 ethnic groups. The Hoang Lien Mountains form the south-eastern extent of the Himalayan Mountain chain and provide a unique set of climatic, altitudinal and biogeographic conditions for Vietnam. The mountain range is listed as a high national priority in the National Biodiversity Action Plan. An estimated 25 percent of Vietnam’s endemic plant species including 177 species endemic to the mountain range are found in Hoang Lien.  It is also an important site for restricted range birds as it provides habitat for montane and Himalayan species found nowhere else in Vietnam. The reserve protects approximately 50% of Vietnam’s known amphibian species. The critically endangered western black crested gibbon has recently been found to survive in the southern reaches of the range. The mountain range, therefore, is a site of the highest importance for the conservation of biodiversity in Vietnam. In a regional context the mountain range is seen as having a very high value and priority. The area is also a priority for Vietnam’s poverty alleviation program.  

Despite the importance of the region for biodiversity conservation, the threats to the area are large.  Local communities are some of the poorest in Vietnam and heavily dependent on the land and forest resources. Traditional shifting agricultural patterns have become unsustainable as population levels have increased.  This has resulted in large scale deforestation and little forest below 1,800m above main sea level (a.m.s.l.) remains.  The surviving forest is subjected to illegal logging due to the presence of rare, but precious timber trees.  Hunting is widespread and prolific.  Much hunting occurs for food with home-made flint lock guns or cross bows being used.  Hunting of animals for sale also occurs to supply the huge demand for animal products used in traditional medicines and diet. Hunting is ubiquitous and a way of life, it is a major threat to wildlife in Hoang Lien Mountains.

Hoang Lien Son project was designed to sustain culture and biodiversity of the Hoang Lien Mountain forests and to improve livelihood of people living in and from the mountains. In order to to achieve ‘win-win’ scenario for both local livelihood improvement and biodiversity conservation, this project pilots a model in which local communities were engaged in developing new protected area and its functioning. Community-based conservation and collaborative protected area management are needed to successful protect rare and endemic flora and fauna. Through the implementation of this project, Fauna & Flora International’s (FFI) Vietnam Programme and the Forest Protection Departments of Lao Cai, Son La and Yen Bai provinces, together with the Hoang Lien National Park, are working to assist local communities in maintaining the biological diversity of the Hoang Lien Mountains of north-west Vietnam.

The projects goal is that the ‘cultural and biological diversity of the Hoang Lien Son Mountain forests is sustained and livelihood of people living in and from the forest is improved.’ This is undertaken through the piloting of collaborative and sustainable approaches to biodiversity and landscape conservation in the Hoang Lien Son Mountain forest.

What project has tried to do are collaborative and sustainable approaches to biodiversity and landscape conservation in the Hoang Lien Son Mountains that contribute to enhanced livelihoods of people living in the area have been piloted. The project is contributing to poverty alleviation by focusing on a community-based approach to conservation. Local communities were engaged in protected area development process from very beginning of defining outer boundary – participatory land use planning – and then in demarcating of strict protection zone integrated with village development planning. At the local level, community-based monitoring groups were established in each commune to support protected area authorities and local governments enforce national law and local regulations on forest protection. Village level regulations on forest protection is one intervention in which local communities are involved in decision making for their own forest protection rules. Forest protection council established is an effort of co-management in which local representatives involve in decision making process of protected area management.

Participatory Protected Area Development
Participatory Land Use Planning and Participatory Zonation integrated with village development planning were considered first steps of protected area development in which local communities are fully involved.

The participatory land use and agro-ecological resources mapping aim to better understand the livelihood and resource use. This identifies and describes the local classifications of  land use types, vegetation types, forest management and land tenure of the local communities living within and around protected areas to support local governments in decision making of future land use and management for conservation and livelihood development. The purpose of this activity is to map land use and vegetation types surrounding the protected area according to local people, to describe the local knowledge and practice of the agriculture by listing local classification of topography, soils, crop types, crop varieties, fallow cycles, vegetation and land use.

Through participatory mapping of forest resource extraction, forest edge and shifting agriculture, the project identified spatial patterns of agriculture and resource extraction to be incorporated into participatory reserve demarcation and zoning. This is a participatory process in which the local voice is carried to the planning and co-ordination meetings in the form of land use and resource maps. It is a tool to identify traditional cultivation patterns and community perceptions of land ownership. In addition, it is invaluable to the reforestation and forest allocation of other forest protection programs, as well as in defining areas for sustainable resource use and harvesting, and for linkages to conservation stewardship agreements.

This is a long process. In Mu Cang Chai as such a case, it took 18 months to complete the outer boundary. The boundary map was included in investment plan of protected area development process. However, there is no incentive for government technical advisors to adopt participatory approach in writing an investment plan/feasibility study. This is the reason why participatory map of Hoang Lien – Van Ban is not involved in investment plan.

Two strict protection zones for Mu Cang Chai Species/Habitat Conservation Area, three for Hoang Lien – Van Ban Natural Reserve and Forest User Group integrated with village development planning were carried out. Through this participatory approach local communities, local governments, protected area authorities, and other relevant agencies identified areas for strict protection zones and rehabilitation zones. Land allocation for agro-forestry and small-holder plantations to provide economic incentives to households to grow trees rather than extract them from the forest will be undertaken. This have impacts, especially on firewood extraction which is a large threat to the remaining forest in Hoang Lien Mountains. This also analyzed current socio-economic situation of villages surrounding the protected areas, found out difficulties, reasons and solutions to improve awareness and livelihoods of local people. 

It is clear that engaging of local communities in protected area development minimizes current conflicts and potential conflicts between forest protection and local livelihood agendas. It has changed in attitude, behavior of local governmental actors. However, it takes years and is still blocked by national legislation. Throughout process awareness of conservation and ownership of protected area among locals were increased (if process was done thoroughly). 

However, there is no national standards of best practice/guidelines/regulations for feasibility study/investment plan, no incentive for government technical advisers to adopt participatory approach, national regulations do not promote participatory process or co-management (decision 08 and 186). But this does not mean the possibility of pilot models are prohibited. The weak point here is that the process is at local level and it never comes to national level. In addition, this process is led by government. Therefore, it is difficult for non-government organizations to influence and all efforts of participatory process may perhaps not involve in investment plan. 
Participatory Protected Area Functioning
Beyond the participatory protected area development process facilitated by the Hoang Lien Son Project (HLSP) mentioned above, the project has also been investing in community-based conservation interventions that serve to engage community members in the day-to-day functioning of these protected areas.  Such interventions include the Community-based Monitoring Group (CBMG) and Community-based Fire Group (CBFG), together with village level regulations on forest protection and management.

CBMG was considered an intervention to support the protected area day-to-day functioning. It provides essential support to protected areas’ authorities who currently have responsible for forest protection. It was designed to monitor the key species of conservation concern, to raise the awareness of the local community, to gather information on forest use and crimes and report to protected area management board and relevant authorities, and to participate in relevant scientific survey work, participatory zonation development and community forest land management activities. In addition, these groups are a link between local governments and local communities. They support forest law enforcement at local level. In order to do this, they need basic law enforcement training, they need support of local governments and forest protection departments/stations and they need to be institutionalized. For instance,  they are ‘ready to serve’ after training in law enforcement and a given mandate from local government. As these groups developed, their participation in conservation activities increased as they can take on further responsibilities not only in forest protection but also in livelihood improvement. In all conservation and livelihood activities, these groups are fundamental in project implementation. 

As proposed when establishing, these groups will achieve funds from other programs. As an alternative or complementary source of funding, local governments could allocate funding for such groups from annual forest protection fund. However, after few years operating this pilot model, the sustainability of such groups is unforeseen. 

In addition to functioning of protected areas, village level regulations on forest protection was also prioritized and supported by Hoang Lien Son Project. This is a nation-wide program which issued in 1996 by the government under decision 77-CP then was adjusted following decision 29/1998/ND-CP and circular 56/1999/TT-BNN-KL. These consisted mainly of lists of prohibited activities and the sanctions associated with them. Local people were excluded from access to forestland by a system of fines enforced by the Forest Protection Units. In other words, the official regulations did not take farmers’ needs and interests into account and therefore failed to achieve community-based forest management. At the same time, state capacity to enforce the forest regulations was weak. 

Adapting with lessons learnt from previous attempts; link closely with protected area development, with the support of HLSP, Forest Protection Stations of Mu Cang Chai, Muong La, and Van Ban developed village regulations on forest protection in 23 targeted villages for their forest protection and exploitation. The aim of this activity was to develop and adopt regulations that would respond to the needs of both local communities and protected area authorities which could realistically be enforced. As a result, traditional rules and resource management techniques were identified and integrated into the regulations. Primary responsibility was handed over to the community itself rather than to external agencies. 

The entire process of developing regulations was taken placed in the village and was carried out by the community with facilitation of forest rangers. At the meetings they shared ideas and opinions on the purpose of regulations and what they would like to draft. This was a true participatory process that ensured traditional rules are incorporated. The regulations detailed rewards and penalties for certain behaviour, for instance, hunting, logging, grazing, protecting, and developing  rules. 

Even though village regulation on forest protection have only been done in targeted villages, villagers have become more aware of their forest resources. Once regulations have been endorsed, farmers feel more responsible for their enforcement. In Muong La for instance, local communities enforced before endorsed/approved by local government. This is a truly negotiated process of ‘co-management’.

Community-based Monitoring Group/Community rangers demonstrate cost-effective response to forest protection. It can now be institutionalized under decision 186. It is a link between local communities and local governments and protected area management board. It is considered ‘eyes and ears’ of forest protection managers. Community rangers have pride and prestige in protecting forest in the community, but limited by strict no-use regulations. However, sustainability  of financial and institutional still leaves a question for this pilot model. Jealousy can be created within community. It needs to rotate ranger memberships annually but high investment costs for set up and capacity building.

The success of the village regulation process is that local people are actively involved in the decision-making process, regulations developed are adequate to the community. Each village develops its own regulations without top-down process. This approach ensures the commitment of the local community in enforcing regulations at village level with or without support of forest rangers. Local people are directly involved in protecting and managing protected areas. This process has also improved the relationship between local communities and forest rangers. A dialogue in which opinions are exchanged, responsibilities are shared. Gender on the other hand is emphasized through this process since women play an important role in non-timber forest product collection and management. 

This participatory process depends very much on the relationship between facilitators and villagers. If facilitators are qualified and understood the process thoroughly, villagers would fully involved. Village regulations can only be enforced effectively if villagers are fully involved and motivated. 

Co-management of Protected Areas
Local community participation in the decision making process, identifying priorities and co-management of forest, including the new protected areas, is large as it is vital for long-term success of such a project. Considered the need of co-management in a remote protected area, FPC was included in investment plan and approved by provincial government in 2003. Founded in 2006, This advisory body supports protected area management board implement conservation inventions, at the same time it brings ideas of community to management board.

To strengthen capacity in co-management, MCC SHCA involved in Co-management Learning Network (CMLN) of the Southeast Asia (SA) to share experiences and lessons learnt of doing co-management in protected areas in SA.

Mu cang chai SHCA management structure 
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As mentioned above, remote protected areas need to engage local people in management. It has potential to harmonize conservation and livelihood agendas and removes conflict between protected area and community by sharing benefits and responsibilities. All interventions discussed above such as participatory land use planning, community-based monitoring group, village level regulation can have positive or negative influence on local people’s livelihoods. By bring local communities and local government to work together, social assets through training in new skills and livelihood outcomes are generally improved such as self-esteem; sense of inclusion in wider process/society; and pride in maintaining natural/cultural heritage.

Although the impact on livelihoods of the project’s pilot conservation activities are, at present hard to quantify or even qualify, it is clear, that through engaging in state managed processes and structures of forest protection, the project has helped mitigate the cost of conservation to local livelihoods. 
Conclusion

Forest dependent livelihood strategies of people living in and around protected areas are in direct conflict with the current strict no-use management regimes of Vietnamese terrestrial protected areas.  Experience in the Hoang Lien and throughout the mountainous regions of Vietnam has demonstrated that the government lacks the capacity and resources to enforce these strict no-use regulations.  This, coupled with the absence of any secure tenure for local communities using forest resources within protected areas, results in a ‘closed forest – open access’ scenario of total unregulated, unsustainable resource extraction.  Thus, there is a need to soften the strict no-use regime and permit managed sustainable natural resource management within protected areas for both biodiversity conservation gains and rural livelihoods. 

The weakness of implementing project at local level with one partner is limited political power. Therefore, it may be advantageous to establish over-arching partnerships with provincial and national departments.
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