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Sustainable Natural Resources Management

(ADB)

Introduction

Despite significant progress in reducing poverty, increased efforts will be needed to ensure that key MDGs related to child mortality, drinking water, the environment, and HIV/AIDS are met. Assistance to the natural resources management (NRM) sector should therefore be considered in light of the following major issues that constrain economic growth and consequently, socioeconomic development. 

Rural Poverty and its Socioeconomic Dimensions 

Persistent poverty in the rural areas, especially in the northern mountain region and within ethnic minority communities, which often comprise remote communes, pose serious challenges to the Government’s efforts aimed at poverty reduction. The highest levels of poverty incidence are in the Northwest Mountains (51.9%), North Central Coast (36.5%), and Central Highlands (32.8%). The largest absolute numbers of poor are in the North Central Coast (0.30 million households), Red River Delta (0.29 million households), Mekong River Delta (0.23 million households), and Northern Mountains (0.26 million households). Ethnic minorities, while constituting only 13% of Viet Nam’s total population, account for about 39% of the country’s poor. In the Northern Mountain Region, where ethnic minorities account for more than 50% of the population, poverty and food insecurity persist on account of low agricultural production and incomes, and limited off-farm employment opportunities caused by poor infrastructural development.

Lack of income earning opportunities in the rural areas have led to outmigration of young men and women, leaving behind their elderly and the lactating mothers, is a social problem. Displacement of family members, consequent to such outmigration, has severe social consequences that need to address in future development planning by increasing employment opportunities nearer home. Increased agricultural production, value-added at the household level and access to rural markets can go a long way in enhancing rural livelihood opportunities and address this potentially serious social problem.

Rural Infrastructure and Socioeconomic Development 

The lack of infrastructure is recognized as a major reason for the high rate of poverty in the rural and remote isolated localities, especially among ethnic minorities. Most rural roads are either fair-weather or otherwise degraded. In their present condition, these roads cannot effectively serve the purpose they were built for and contribute to realization of socioeconomic development goals of the region.  

Similarly, irrigation systems that would enhance crop productivity to its full potential, and increased rural incomes as a consequence, are in a degraded condition. The reservoirs, spillways, and canals are damaged by floods and land slides, and there is significant leakage in the canal systems since most of them are without concrete lining. Irrigation is thus available to less than 50% of the command area (designed capacity). Consequently, the farmers are left with no choice but to grow only a single rain fed crop of paddy, though they could grow two paddy crops and one crop of corn in one year. 

Climate Change Associated Vulnerability and Risk to Rural Infrastructure

Severity and increased frequency of floods that are attributed to changing climate has manifest itself in significant changes in landscape with consequent impacts on the life and well being of the people, especially the poor. Recurring landslides, especially in the mountainous areas, pose serious threat to roads, bridges, irrigation systems and, more importantly, the people, especially those living along river banks and coastal areas. 

Sea level rise, also the consequence of global warming, could have potentially devastating consequences for Vietnam, with an estimated 10.8 percent of the nation’s population likely to be displaced with even a 1 meter sea level rise.
 

Inland migration of the displaced people and an exodus to the mountainous areas where land may still be available for settlement will subject the already fragile ecosystem to severe stress. Resulting deforestation and degradation in the form of illegal logging and shifting cultivation will exacerbate the situation. Shifting cultivation on steep slopes leads to accelerated erosion in these fragile watersheds, rendering not only the rural infrastructure vulnerable to damage by floods and land slides, but also adversely impacting the life and well being of the people living downstream.

Even though the link between climate change and vulnerability of rural infrastructure are yet to be proved beyond doubt, the risk of damage by floods and land slides is real, and this risk is magnified because of climate change influences. 

Constraints in Support of Private Investments

Rural areas in Vietnam, especially the mountainous provinces have a significant potential for ecotourism (given the presence of historical and cultural suites and national parks and protected areas). Inadequacy of rural infrastructure prevents local communities from taking advantage of such assets, which can potentially be a significant source of income and employment. Absence of all weather access roads also constrains private sector investments in these mountainous areas, and curtails links with markets for local value-added products through various local, regional, and national networks. Improved access would provide the needed incentives for private sector investments in these mountainous areas. 

Institutional Capacity Limitations

Capacity limitations at provincial and lower levels for decentralized and bottom-up planning and implementation of projects and programs constrain socioeconomic development efforts. While this constraint has been addressed in many parts of the country, the northern mountainous region is still behind in adequacy of capacity in planning, implementation and monitoring of official development assistance (ODA). Capacity building for vertical and horizontal coordination among various institutions is necessary for effective implementation. Moreover, funding constraints for operations and maintenance (O&M) of rural infrastructure needs to be addressed to ensure its longevity and sustainability.

ADB’s Country Strategy and Program (CSP) for Viet Nam (2007-2010)

In its 2007-2010 country strategy and program (CSP) for the NRM sector, which includes land, water, and coastal resources, ADB’s, support is programmed for improvement of rural infrastructure and coastal zone management, recognizing the increasing complexity of poverty in the rural areas and its links to sustainability of natural resources and stability of the environment.1 In this context, the CSP envisages a stronger focus on social inclusiveness (particularly in relation to ethnic minorities and women’s needs). 

Furthermore, ADB aims to maximize the economic growth and poverty reduction potential where possible through private sector financing support for water sector infrastructure investments by targeting poor regions and incorporating institutional support and policy reforms in line with its water policy.
 ADB will help MONRE build its capacity for water management, river basin and land use planning, and environmental management. 

With specific reference to land accumulation and land use planning, the CSP supports appropriate investments in land use planning. In this context, it is important to recognize the value and the need for proper land suitability assessment as a prerequisite to land use planning. This would entail an assessment of geographic, geological, physical, ecological, environmental and other relevant attributes of land in question as well as social implications of land use change. Social implications are of particular relevance in case of land accumulation programs aimed at increasing the land acreage at one place to facilitate application of modern technologies, investments in related infrastructure (irrigation systems, access roads, power supply, markets etc) to achieve economies of scale. Given the current state of small and scattered land holdings in Vietnam, any program aimed at land accumulation is likely to have social implications. It is therefore imperative that social implications of such policies/programs be carefully assessed and evaluated before a decision is taken for adoption of such policies. Forest land use planning and zoning being undertaken  under the ADB supported Forests for Livelihood Improvement in the Central Highlands Project (FLITCH) will provide important lessons and capacity development for land use planning/zoning in the country in general and the Central Highlands in particular.

Other areas of support in the NRM sector include: Support for community livelihood projects and rural infrastructure expansion in poor districts; improve rural water supply and sanitation, using sector approaches and strengthening institutional capacities; and continue to support Government efforts to increase agricultural productivity and ensure more sustainable use of rural resources; and continue to assist the GMS working group on agriculture to increase sub-regional trade and investment cooperation in agriculture.
Looking ahead

Vietnam is with richly endowed with valuable natural resources, including forests, national parks, and nature reserves; a proliferation of rivers and streams with extensive watersheds that provide much-needed water for irrigation and hydropower generation for the country; and a rich agricultural land base. The rural areas also hold significant potential for ecotourism given the presence of historical and cultural suites, and national parks and protected areas. The region possesses unique resources such as ancient tea trees and non-timber forest products, which can be exploited in environmentally-friendly ways.  Ecotourism and private sector investments can create jobs and raise rural incomes.

Besides, the region is strategically located with a gateway to the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC), access to the markets in the south of the country and ASEAN member states. The country has an enterprising and entrepreneurial population, a dynamic private sector, and an educated, skilled, and low-cost labor force. Growth and prosperity will depend upon Vietnam continuing to exploit these strengths and opportunities in a sustainable and equitable manner. 

Continued support by ADB and other development partners in addressing the constraints enumerated earlier will take the country on a path to progress and sustainable development of natural resources and stability of the environment for the benefit of rural Vietnamese, especially the poor and ethnic minorities.
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