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ABSTRACT

Since the early 1990s, the Government of Vietnam has decentralized the
agricultural and forestry sectors. Forest land allocation is considered as decentralization
in forest management. Forest land allocation took place in Thuong Quang commune
starting in 2003. It could be seen as an innovative policy for provincial authorities
because they allocated natural forest areas from the Khe Tre State Forest Enterprise’s
management to local people.

This study was conducted in two villages in Thuong Quang commune, Nam
Dong district, Thua Thien Hue province. A Rang village was selected to represent a
village with a majority of forest recipients, while A Ka village was selected to represent
a village with few forest recipients. The objectives of the study were (1) to examine the
specific conditions and processes in which local governments have carried out forest
land allocation, (2) to investigate the incentives, roles, and capacities of social actors
involved in the process of forest decentralization at various levels, (3) to analyze the
relationships between social actors under forest decentralization in terms of decision-
making powers, rights given up, and accountability relations, and (4) to contextualize
changes in local forest politics in the Co Tu ethnic community under forest
decentralization. In order to achieve these objectives, the study analyzed
decentralization through multiple dimensions and scales. This study considered social
actors involved in decentralization along with their roles, incentives, and capacities; the
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powers they hold and their accountability relations; what types of property rights were
transferred and incentives for social actors to manage resources sustainably and
productively. Information was collected by employing and combining several
techniques, which included secondary data review, key informant interview, household
survey, group discussion, non-participant and participant observation, and PRA tools such
as wealth ranking, and mapping. The gathered data was analyzed and interpreted
qualitatively and quantitatively, in which qualitative analysis was predominant, because
most of the data collected was qualitative information.

The study showed that first, various social actors involved in the forest land
allocation can be divided into four groups: local governments (the Province People’s
Committee, the District People’s Committee, and the Commune People’s Committee),
government agencies (the Forest Protection Unit, the Natural Resource and
Environment Office, and the Khe Tre State Forest Enterprise), user groups (household
groups), and NGOs (Project of Strengthening Forestry Management Capacity in Thua
Thien Hue Province-SNVforHue). The roles, incentives, and capacities of social actors
were varied. Local governments have played an important role, although they were not
directly involved in the FLA. Government agencies have played a key role in providing
both a legal framework and technical services. The forest recipient groups had roles to
make decisions, to coordinate activities and to deal with problems concerning their
forests under the government agencies’ assistance. The SNVforHue was a donor, who
supported the “local authorities” approach and finance to carry out the forest land
allocation. Reducing costs of forest management was a major incentive for the local
authorities involved in the forest land allocation policy. The user groups were involved
in the forest land allocation policy because they wanted to possess the official rights of
forest use. The local authorities and forest recipient groups lacked finances. Without the
SNVforHue’s financial support, it was difficult to carry out the forest land allocation. In
addition, the weakness of coordinative ability of the District People’s Committee
resulted in unsmooth progress of the forest land allocation. Second, the forest
decentralization process has significantly transferred powers to the district authority,
which is not only upwardly accountable to the provincial government, but also
downwardly accountable to the commune authority. The central government only
transferred the power of use of forest resources to forest recipients. The local
governments were still accountable to their superordinate more than their subordinate.
Although accountability of the commune authority to the villagers and communities
was built, it is very weak. Third, because of the forest land allocation, forest recipients
had official rights to the forests. However, gaps between de jure and de facto rights of
forest still existed, and varied between the two villages. The forest recipients in fact,
have faced significant problems in translating legal rights into rights in practice. The
main cause of such problems was a lack of legal environment to enforce those rights.
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Fourth, before the forest land allocation, there was no significant difference between
the Commune People’s Committee, village headman, village patriarch, and head of the
forest recipient group. Currently, their role has significantly changed and the Commune
People’s Committee and village headmen now play an important role in forest
management within their locality. Although the role of the village patriarch has been
considerably reduced, he is still an irreplaceable person in providing information of, and
solving conflicts within the village. The head of the forest recipient group seemed to be
weaker in comparison with others. Fifth, during the forest land allocation
implementation process, the women participated in village meetings more than in
fieldwork. Although the women were often ignored, they are now more aware of their
rights and responsibilities in forest management. In addition, women’s active
contribution to the whole forest land allocation implementation process also had
significant impacts in the awareness of the “local authorities” in gender issues.

Generally, the FLA implementation in Thuong Quang commune is a turning point
in the provincial strategy of forest management, which contributes to preventing
deforestation, as well as alleviating poverty of local people. There are, however, some
shortcomings that need improvisation. This study recognizes these shortcomings and

suggests some recommendations to address them.
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